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Map of Sierra Leone 


INTRODUCTION 


Sierra Leone is a small state, around the size of Ireland or Panama, on 
the Atlantic coast of West Africa. With its two neighbours, Liberia and 
Guinea, it is situated in the Mano River sub-region named after the 
watercourse which divides Liberia and Sierra Leone. The country of 
between five and six million people has now reached fifty years of inde- 
pendence from British colonial rule. It is also one of the poorest coun- 
tries in the world rich with diamonds, iron ore and agriculture but little 
in the way of development or international influence to show for its pri- 
mary commodity wealth. It would indeed have been a poor and forgot- 
ten corner of the world if it wasn't for the cataclysmic conflict in the 
1990s and early 2000s which was beamed onto televisions around the 
globe and later depicted in a blockbuster Hollywood film. However, this 
rather fleeting interest hides more than it reveals and is only a part of the 
story. There are instead three key reasons why the history of Sierra Leo- 
nean politics is of crucial importance. 

‘The first concerns Sierra Leoneans themselves, of whom I am not one, 
but who provide a key imperative for this book. Sierra Leoneans are a 
remarkable people who have given me friendship, humour, debate and 
the desire to write what is indeed an outsider’s perspective on the national 
story including the conflict that affected so many. It is, however, a per- 
spective which I believe is well-informed and well-researched in a the- 
oretical, empirical and comparative manner, and one which endeavours 
to ground theory and history in the tangible by providing sketches of 
political figures, contextual anecdotes and landmarks on the map that 
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signpost many of the important events and personalities. I have spent 
fifteen years visiting, researching and living in Sierra Leone, acting as an 
election observer in three sets of elections, writing my PhD thesis which 
became a book on this country and neighbouring Liberia, engaging in 
more recent fieldwork to uncover the thoughts of donor workers and 
government advisers—Sierra Leoneans and others—on the successes of 
and obstacles to state reconstruction, and approaching Sierra Leone from 
both an academic and a personal angle. Thus, I hope it is also a view which 
will provide at least a point of further debate for those who know Sierra 
Leone and think about its past and its future and a solid point of entry 
for those who wish to know the country. 

Second, Sierra Leone is somewhat typical of post-colonial African 
states in its multi-ethnic and multi-religious configuration and its fal- 
tering efforts to build a cohesive nation and a functioning state from a 
pre-colonial and colonial legacy. It is also atypical in that it has its own 
specific national story with quirks of history, people and geography and 
indigenous and foreign agents who have tried to rule and/or change the 
country. The book endeavours to document and analyse what are effec- 
tively the birth pangs of a country. In many ways, looking at Sierra Leone 
either as a failing and violent entity or indeed as a simple work in prog- 
ress on the way to a Western-style nation-state obscures much of the 
intricate process of politics. Certainly, this is not the path seen in Europe 
where states and nations were forged in lengthy, organic upheavals; Afri- 
cans had little say in the initial making of their territories and states. The 
implications on state-making of a wholly imported idea of the state, the 
continued dual system of ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ authority and law, and 
divided loyalties along ethnic and other lines cannot be over-emphasised. 
However, one might see the ongoing creation of a Sierra Leonean nation, 
if not yet a state, which has echoes in other African countries and else- 
where but is also peculiarly Sierra Leonean. There are now myths and 
narratives, one of which is the national catastrophe of the war, which 
come together to create a distinctive Sierra Leoneness, even as it still 
competes with strong sub-national identities. This is an unfinished, highly 
unpredictable and very difficult and painful process, but the idea that a 
Sierra Leone is being made, for good and ill, with its own societal pro- 
cesses, its own notions of modernity, and to some extent its own agency 
despite the considerable influence and lure of the outside world, is more 
than plausible. 
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Finally, there is the position of Sierra Leone in global affairs and dis- 
course. It might indeed be seen by some as a poor backwater even on the 
African stage, but it clearly is not. The precious gems in the title of the 
Hollywood film Blood Diamond are a part of the story, but there is much 
more. After colonisation by Britain, Sierra Leone has never really become 
disconnected: Sierra Leonean and British people continue to travel back 
and forth. The part of London near where I live has been referred to as 
‘Little Freetown’ and my wife, Lynda, has taught many children from 
Sierra Leonean-origin families. However, it is in recent times that the 
connections have become wider and thicker. During and after the con- 
flict, British military and governmental involvement in Sierra Leone 
increased significantly with the former Prime Minister Tony Blair lead- 
ing the way. International interest does not end there: each with their 
own particular reasons, Libya, Liberia, Nigeria and various other West- 
ern states have felt the urge to impose their presence. The reasons behind 
involvement, particularly the protracted stay of the UK and other Euro- 
pean states, can be seen through the lens of shifts in global discourse 
over international intervention, liberal peace, state-building and post- 
conflict justice. Sierra Leone is then of global significance, in that it has 
been at the centre of the manifestation of this considerable discursive 
shift which has led to much larger interventions as in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, and is in many ways one of the guinea pigs for such new ideolo- 
gies. The book is, then, equally designed to be an investigation of the 
effectiveness of the liberal intervention and the responses of Sierra Leo- 
neans, and to be a contribution to current thinking on these issues of 
global importance. 

Surprisingly, there have been few attempts to write the political his- 
tory of Sierra Leone in its totality. In 1979, there was Christopher Fyfe’s 
seminal 4 Short History of Sierra Leone, in 1981 C. Magbaily Fyle’s con- 
cise The History of Sierra Leone, and in 1990 Joe A.D. Alie’s school-ori- 
ented A New History of Sierra Leone. Another work, Sierra Leone at the 
End of the Twentieth Century: History, Politics and Society, was compiled 
in 1999 by Earl Conteh-Morgan and Mac Dixon-Fyle. Conversely, much 
has been written on certain aspects of Sierra Leone during and since the 
war. For instance, the nature of colonial and post-colonial authority is 
debated in the groundbreaking Corruption and State Politics in Sierra Leone 
(1995) by Will Reno, which introduced the notion of the ‘shadow state’ 
as a way of thinking about the degradation of the Sierra Leonean state. 
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Many have considered the war. The first major effort, Paul Richards’ 
Fighting for the Rainforest: War, Youth and Resources (1996), took the RUF 
project seriously and was subsequently taken to task by Ibrahim Abdul- 
lah and others in an academic journal which subsequently became Between 
Democracy and Terror: The Sierra Leone Civil War (2004), and by Lansana 
Gberie in his 4 Dirty War in West Africa: The RUF and the Destruction of 
Sierra Leone (2005). Marianne Ferme’s ethnographic approach based on 
the Mendes emerged as The Underneath of Things: Violence, History and 
the Everyday in Sierra Leone (2001), and David Keen’s Conflict and Col- 
lusion in Sierra Leone (2005) brought psychological factors to the fore to 
explain the extremity of the violence. Danny Hoffman's The War Machines: 
Young Men and Violence in Sierra Leone and Liberia and Krijn Peters’ War 
and the Crisis of Youth in Sierra Leone (both 2011) revealed analyses based 
on youth within the factions, and Natalie Wlodarczyk considered the 
role of magic in Magic and Warfare: Appearance and Reality in Contempo- 
rary African Conflict and Beyond (2009). 

Key works have also been written by scholars on the post-war envi- 
ronment. Tim Kelsall explores the problems of international justice in 
Culture under Cross-Examination: International Justice and the Special 
Court for Sierra Leone (2009), and Rosalind Shaw also critiques transi- 
tional justice in several publications. On elections, this author wrote 
Civil War and Democracy in West Africa: Conflict Resolution, Elections and 
Justice in Sierra Leone and Liberia (2011), and article-length electoral 
analyses by Jimmy Kandeh link with those on post-war violence by Mats 
Utas. Post-conflict liberal reconstruction and its limits have been ana- 
lysed in a series of articles and reports by Richard Fanthorpe and oth- 
ers, and the texture of post-war political life is explored in several pieces 
by authors such as Yusuf Bangura and Christopher Clapham. 

This book endeavours to use the wealth of recent and past literature 
alongside the author’s own knowledge and research in Sierra Leone to 
provide a wide-ranging discussion of Sierra Leonean history, politics and 
society and many of the surrounding debates. Further, the book aims to 
provide a theoretical thread that runs through the narrative. A central 
concept within the book is a complex state-society relationship which 
has evolved and yet has maintained many of its key features, and is some- 
what similar to and somewhat different from other parts of Africa. The 
notions of change and continuity constantly reappear in the book and 
are considered with respect to state-society relations, in terms of the 
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structural conditions and the agency of individual actors who endeavour 
(or not) to alter these relationships, and to the international environ- 
ment. The book is thus organised as a narrative but one which is inter- 
twined with key theoretical arguments about African politics and history, 
such as the arguments over colonial legacies, dependency, extraversion, 
neo-patrimonialism, political culture and reciprocity, and various notions 
of conflict, democracy, justice and liberal state-building. 

Specifically, there are five areas of contention which appear and reap- 
pear under different guises and at different times in the narrative. The 
first is the critical position of ‘traditional’ authorities and values. From 
the colonial era right through to contemporary times, the relationship 
between primarily the chiefs—whether Paramount, section or village— 
and the ‘modern’ state has been thoroughly intertwined yet simultane- 
ously fraught. Chiefs have been, and to a large degree remain, central to 
the way in which the colonial and post-colonial state has exerted some 
control over its people. At the same time, they have also emerged, some- 
what counter-intuitively, as key players in the various attempts at democ- 
ratising the countryside and decentralising the state which have occurred 
under various regimes. Even further, ‘traditional’ authorities have played 
a contested role in the sporadic outbreaks of violence aimed against either 
the state or chieftaincy or both, as in the 1890s, 1950s and 1980s, and in 
the civil war. This is all the more understandable when it is considered 
that value-systems, which include ‘traditional’ norms and practices such 
as communalism, reciprocity, deference, ethnic solidarity, ‘secret societ- 
ies’ and African religious beliefs, remain extremely important, if far from 
static, and bound up in the roles of ‘traditional’ authorities who may or 
may not perform their functions satisfactorily for all concerned. 

‘The next two areas follow on directly from these problematic relation- 
ships. There is the very visible urban-rural divide. This is about wealth 
and opportunities but it is also about the legal bifurcation of the state 
where rural areas come very much under local ‘customary’ jurisdiction 
while urban areas, to a much greater degree, fall within the sphere of the 
state. These issues run through Sierra Leonean history but came to a head 
in the build-up to the war. Then, there are the attempts at democratisa- 
tion which began throughout Sierra Leone in the colonial 1950s, were 
stymied in the 1970s, and re-emerged in the 1990s. The notion of what 
exactly constitutes democracy is brought into sharp relief when one con- 
siders that since the 1950s the rather fragile Sierra Leonean variety has 
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been underpinned, even if cut through by other imperatives, by ethno- 
regional bloc voting, patronage and the role of chieftaincy. 

Fourthly, at a tangent, what one will then find repeatedly appearing is 
the role of outsiders. It is not, though, solely colonial outsiders who have 
shaped Sierra Leonean history. Many have come since independence 
with varying motives and not inconsiderable influence. However, in what 
has been labelled ‘extraversion’, Sierra Leone’s leaders have been equally 
adept at using outside actors, whatever their particular motives. Whether 
it is President Siaka Stevens playing off both sides in the Cold War and 
indeed the international diamond industry, or President Ahmad Tejan 
Kabbah relying on international forces, particularly the Nigerians and 
the British, to keep him in power (or not) during the war, or the current 
aid machine which keeps President Ernest Koroma’s government afloat, 
the international is always conspicuous. It is rare not to have an outside 
interest endeavouring to influence or being used at key moments in Sierra 
Leonean history. 

Finally, and directly related to the idea of continuity and change and 
notions of tradition, the urban-rural divide, democratisation and extra- 
version, there must be consideration, whether the political and social 
changes that occur are structural or merely procedural. This deliberation 
has enormous consequences for the likely success of contemporary reform 
efforts in Sierra Leone or indeed in many other African states. Attempts 
at state reform and democratisation have been tried on several occasions 
before with limited success, but it is in the aftermath of the war that the 
latest and most lengthy exertions have been made. Progress so far in post- 
conflict conditions, including large-scale liberal intervention, has been 
slow, but whether the combination is a potent coupling for structural 
change remains open to question. 

‘There are many facets of countries in the rest of Africa which bear 
comparison with Sierra Leone, particularly those with British colonial 
history and those that have endured conflict. The longue durée of the 
state of Sierra Leone, through foreign settlement in the eighteenth cen- 
tury, through colonialism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and 
independence since 1961, has encompassed both quieter passages and 
severe turbulence, but at each juncture sits in an African and global con- 
text worthy of investigation. For instance, the geography of Sierra Leone, 
a small country with few internal barriers, would seemingly make it a 
less likely candidate for strife than say Angola, Sudan or the Democratic 
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Republic of Congo (DRC). Equally, the conservative nature of succes- 
sive Sierra Leonean governments makes a striking comparison with what 
happened just across the border in Sekou Touré’s Guinea. Recent liberal 
state rebuilding is analogous, for instance, to similar processes nearby in 
Liberia and further afield in a much larger state, the DRC. It is the inten- 
tion here to make these comparisons to illuminate the Sierra Leonean 
case and to situate Sierra Leone in an African and global context. 

‘The starting point for the book is the arrival of the first black settlers 
in 1787, but the key analysis starts with the onset of British colonial rule 
over the entirety of Sierra Leone in 1896. From 1787 onwards, the embry- 
onic state builds on an early relationship between black settlers, who over 
time merge into a Creole or Krio identity, and British overseers. Con- 
fined to a small coastal area, the state was forced to expand both geo- 
graphically and institutionally after the Berlin Conference of 1884-85 
and the British-Krio duality enlarged to a three-way British-Krio-indig- 
enous pattern. Such a pattern served as a model for post-independence 
relationships, with the British replaced by the independent state and with 
a diminishing role for the Krio. More often than not, however, the pat- 
tern proved a hindrance to the consolidation of this same state. Draw- 
ing on an idea of the amalgamation of British indirect colonialism and 
Krio and indigenous political cultures, the first two substantive chapters 
build a picture of state-society relations, including the genesis of the var- 
ious disconnections and divides, in the colonial period. Emphasis is placed 
on the decade before independence when key players and political par- 
ties emerged and relationships solidified. 

‘The second pair of chapters takes the narrative into the post-inde- 
pendence era and constitutes an investigation into the severe challenges 
to state and nation building faced first by the Sierra Leone People’s 
Party (SLPP) and the Margai half-brothers, Milton and Albert, and 
later by the All People’s Congress (APC) under Siaka Stevens and 
Joseph Momoh. The responses, particularly from the Margais and from 
Stevens, offer an insight into the strengths and weaknesses of these two 
governments and the personalities and motivations of the key figures. 
Given such an environment, and the first turnover of power at the bal- 
lot box in 1967 and the military coups that began at the same time, the 
book asks how much of the ultimately ruinous political methods of the 
one-party state era and the ensuing conflict is the responsibility of the 
long-time leader Stevens, how much is due to Sierra Leone’s excep- 
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tional state-society relations, and indeed, how much is related to out- 
side factors. 

The conflict in Sierra Leone was particularly nasty and, partly because 
of this, generated considerable academic heat. The book gives over two 
chapters to the conflict: essentially the beginning and first five years of 
the war and the many reasons that have been offered for its outbreak, fol- 
lowed by the last five years, the war’s conclusion and the various factors 
influencing its culmination. Whether blame for the war is placed on Ste- 
vens and his dismantling of the formal state or on diamonds, Liberian 
interference and the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), seen by some 
purely as bandits, and whether we see the combatants as forced, oppor- 
tunistic or with genuine grievances, and as emerging from an urban or a 
rural milieu, informs to a large extent the way solutions to the instability 
and its legacies were and are envisaged. The later entry of armed forces 
from other states, including Nigeria and the UK, and from international 
organisations in the post-Cold War environment, was a precursor of fur- 
ther post-conflict international involvement in Sierra Leone and else- 
where and had a considerable impact on the trajectory of the civil war. 

‘The final two substantive chapters bring us up to date. State-society 
relations stubbornly persist into the current day and continue to con- 
found state-builders, now of the post-Washington Consensus liberal per- 
suasion. Analysis focuses on continuities but also on change brought 
about either by the war, by the considerable and largely imported liberal 
reform measures, or by organic shifts in society. Key processes must 
include the 2002 electoral landslide of Kabbah and the SLPP, decentral- 
isation, state reform, the Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC), the Sierra 
Leone Special Court (SLSC) and the second overturn of power at the 
ballot box in 2007, and the return of the APC under Koroma. It then 
needs to be asked: how profound are the changes within these processes 
and indeed those afoot in society? Liberal reforms continue at a pain- 
fully slow pace and most problems as outlined above have not gone away, 
but there is reason to believe that Sierra Leone is not exactly the same 
as it was before the conflict. In the latter part of the 2000s, global poli- 
tics is also altering, with the introduction of China and India as key play- 
ers in Africa and the accompanying threat to Western influence, and 
Sierra Leone is far from immune to these shifts. Change, in the form of 
either the momentous second democratic turnover or the mutating nodes 
of power in the Sierra Leonean body politic and in the outside world, 
should challenge us to constantly re-examine our analysis. 
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1787-1951 


It is almost a given that the history of the Sierra Leonean state begins 
in 1787 with the momentous and unprecedented arrival of black settlers 
in Africa from Europe and the Americas and the formation of the first 
settlement which became known as Freetown. There is little to argue 
against here as, prior to 1787, the notion of Freetown or Sierra Leone 
did not exist or rested solely in the minds of Portuguese sailors who may 
have thought that from a certain angle the mountains of the Freetown 
peninsula somewhat resembled a lion. Equally, the notion of forming 
society and government along lines more akin to those in the West, rather 
than the forms that existed in indigenous political hierarchies, was largely 
novel. Thus the beginnings of a Western-style state, based on demarcated 
territorial lines and, however incompletely, on ideals of individualism, 
meritocracy, liberal democracy and the public-private divide, were only 
introduced in the late eighteenth century. 

However, that assumption would be to set aside important people and 
processes which have greatly informed how the Sierra Leonean state has 
been moulded and shaped and how it looks today. For over a hundred 
years, the nascent state was limited to what was referred to as the Col- 
ony, which consisted of the Freetown peninsula and assorted islands off 
the coast south of the peninsula. With a predominantly settler or Krio 
population under the administration of the Colony in towns such as 
Hastings, Waterloo, York and Sussex, the links to the interior were largely 
concerned with trade. Most important, though, all of this changed after 
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the Berlin Conference of 1884-85 and subsequent treaties when Africa 
was sliced up amongst the European powers. ‘The rest of Sierra Leone, 
named the Protectorate, was claimed by Britain in 1896, shifting the 
course of history. However, the need to engage with the vastly more 
numerous population of the Protectorate also changed the rules of the 
game. Suddenly the Krio were less important and the interior chiefs took 
on a vital role in the creation of order and stability for the expanded colo- 
nial state. Thus, the following two chapters explore the premise that the 
important state-society relations emerged after 1896, and the analytical 
emphasis of the colonial period will as a consequence fall on the period 
1896-1961. 

A short history of the Krio-British state in the first century is, though, 
important in establishing the social and political foundations of the more 
extensive post-1896 colonisation. Freetown owed its existence to Brit- 
ish organisations and activists dedicated to the abolition of slavery who 
turned to the idea of ‘repatriating’ emancipated slaves and ‘free persons 
of colour’ from Britain and the Americas to Africa. The initial settlement 
of predominantly black Londoners on the Freetown peninsula in 1787 
failed owing to the settlers’ arrival in the rainy season, disease, lack of 
preparedness for tropical agriculture, and disputes with indigenous chiefs. 
The first settlement was named Granville Town after the British aboli- 
tionist Granville Sharp. Ironically, it is the local Temne sub-chiefs who 
have key parts of Freetown named after them to this day: King Jimmy, 
who burned down Granville Town in 1789; his predecessor, King Tom, 
with whom the original deal for land was brokered; and Pa Demba. King 
Jimmy’s Market leads down to the shoreline from the centre; the King 
Tom peninsula west of the city centre houses the King Tom Power Sta- 
tion; and Pademba Road is a main artery heading west which in turn 
gives its name to the notorious Pademba Road Prison. Naimbana, the 
chief above King Tom who did not accept the 1787 treaty and renego- 
tiated in 1788, has his head on the 100 leone coin. 

Subsequent settlers, however, succeeded in putting down firmer roots. 
‘They arrived in three waves. First came the Nova Scotians—former sol- 
diers who had fought for the British in the American War of Indepen- 
dence with the promise of freedom and land. Once Britain had lost the 
war, it was decided that the land in question would be in the British col- 
ony of Nova Scotia in Canada, which proved to be less than satisfactory. 
Some 1,200 left Nova Scotia in 1792 for West Africa. Despite the French 
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incursion and burning of Freetown in 1794, the settlement survived. The 
current central Freetown layout dates from this rebuilding with the huge 
Cotton Tree, then as now, at its heart. The second wave also came from 
Nova Scotia in 1800 but they were originally Maroons from Jamaica who 
had revolted against slavery and escaped to the mountains, and were then 
recaptured and shipped to Canada. Their arrival was timely for the Brit- 
ish as the rebellion of Nova Scotians, driven by the charging of land rent 
and the desire to self-govern, was underway. Maroons and British sol- 
diers put down the rebellion. Built in 1820, St John’s Maroon Church 
still notifies everyone of its original congregation on Siaka Stevens Street. 
All settlers, however, were threatened by King Jimmy’s successor, another 
King Tom, who attacked Freetown in 1801. With the help of a Loko 
chief, Ngombu Smart, the Temnes were beaten back and by the time of 
the 1807 treaty were driven from most of the Freetown peninsula. 

‘The number of settlers was then swollen through the first half of the 
19" century by the third wave, the ‘recaptives’. These were Africans, par- 
ticularly Yoruba and Igbo people from what is now Nigeria, who had 
been liberated from Portuguese and Spanish slave ships by the British 
navy and taken to Freetown. By 1815, over six thousand had landed and 
in the 1820s and 1830s thousands more arrived each year until the final 
shipload disembarked in 1863. Some came from as far afield as the Congo 
and settled and left their mark in Congo Town in the west of Freetown. ' 
Emmanuel Cline was a successful Hausa recaptive from Nigeria who 
traded goods and land in what was to become Cline Town in the east of 
the capital. Other recaptives were sent into the hills and further east- 
wards along the coast to the new settlements of Regent, Leicester and 
Kissy. Up-country people also became assimilated through residence in 
Freetown or within Krio families. 

From this motley collection of people emerged over the following cen- 
tury a relatively cohesive Krio identity. Most important were its West- 
ern influences of church, Western-style education, small family size, 
professional trades, dress sense and names such as Thorpe and Bright. 
Krios would often refer to the UK as ‘home’. However, it also had Afri- 
can influences from recaptives and from up-country, such as ‘secret soci- 
eties’ like the Yoruba-origin Oje and Hunters’ societies, and its own 
language derived from English but incorporating words from Yoruba 
(kushe or hello; awoko or gossip), Portuguese (poto or white man; pickin 
or child), French (d0ku or a lot) and up-country languages (yada or onion, 
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from Temne). By the end of the 19% century, differences between set- 
tlers, recaptives and some of the local Africans who had either moved to 
the Colony, been raised as wards of Krio families or integrated through 
marriage or as ‘outside wives’ had become blurred and all were consid- 
ered Krio, although this was not a uniform identity.” Despite the decline 
in importance of Maroon or Nova Scotian descent or ancestors among 
one of the ‘Seventeen Nations’ of the recaptives, there were still class divi- 
sions and sub-groups such as the Akus or Muslim Krios. Akus, formerly 
Yoruba-speaking liberated Africans, are sometimes regarded as an entirely 
separate group from Krios because of their differentiated culture and reli- 
gion. Indeed, some suggest that Krios did not become politically or 
socially unified until the 1960s.* Others, meanwhile, assert that Krios 
had largely integrated with indigenous Sierra Leoneans by the same time, 
which has elements of truth in that they remained part and parcel of 
Sierra Leonean society and government after independence.* However, 
considerable important and longstanding distinctions are observed by 
most even today. 

It could be summarised that Krios are a reasonably cohesive social 
group which is acknowledged as African, but is striking in its cultural 
and linguistic difference from the mass of the population, and in mores 
that are partially derived from the colonial metropole. However, Krios 
can be seen as substantially, although not completely, different from white 
settlers in southern Africa. Divisions in society, which included in addi- 
tion racial divisions in the case of South Africa and Rhodesia/Zimba- 
bwe, have never hardened to anything like the same degree in Sierra 
Leone. Equally, the Krio have never held the same political power as 
whites in southern Africa. One might also make the comparison across 
the border in Liberia. Black Americo-Liberian settlers arrived in Libe- 
ria from the USA over an approximately forty-year period from 1822 
onwards. Similarities to the Krios can be found in the problems of set- 
tlement, the addition of recaptives freed in this case by US ships, the 
amalgamation into a roughly cohesive culture, and the dominance of 
social attitudes and mores from outside Africa. Differences, though, lie 
in the lack of interest in colonialism in the USA at this point in time and 
the concomitant ability of the Americo-Liberians to assert power and 
declare an independent republic in 1847. In addition, there are the Ango- 
lan Creoles who are often of both Portuguese and African ancestry, but 
who were aligned for many years with Portugal and Brazil and performed 
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similar colonial tasks to their West African counterparts. Indeed, for sev- 
eral centuries up to the early 1900s, a cosmopolitan and powerful Cre- 
ole aristocracy ran the administrations of Luanda, Benguela and other 
coastal towns and, until the 1830s, the Atlantic slave trade from Angola. 
In an experience similar to that of the Krios, their societal dominance 
was usurped by Portuguese immigrants during the twentieth century, 
while their place in the small assimilado class, about 1 per cent of Ango- 
lans in 1960, assured them continued benefits.’ Creoles then effectively 
seized power after independence through their predominance in the 
Movimento Popular de Libertação de Angola (MPLA). Importantly, 
Krios have been influential in Sierra Leone but never hegemonic like the 
other settlers or Creoles in South Africa, Rhodesia/Zimbabwe, Liberia 
and Angola. 

Perhaps most interesting about all of these groups is their relationship 
with hinterland peoples. There are elements of the ‘mission civilisatricé 
or ‘civilising mission of French and British colonialism which can be seen 
in Creole attitudes. Until the 1970s, the Liberian Constitution referred 
to the ‘enlightenment of the benighted continent’. Although not for- 
mally enshrined as such, the Krio stance was similar. As ‘interpreters of 
Western culture to other Africans’, they saw themselves as socially supe- 
rior to indigenous Sierra Leoneans and in a paternal sense responsible 
for educating them in the benefits of more appropriate ways of living.° 
An eminent Krio, Sir Samuel Lewis, was an early advocate of British 
expansion into the hinterland, partly for economic reasons but partly also 
‘to spread the ameliorating influence of European civilisation’ of which 
he was of course very much a part.’ In Angola, the disdain for the 
matumbo, the ‘ignorant native’, was common among assimilados under 
Portuguese colonialism.’ Krios were also seen and saw themselves as ‘the 
intellectual leaders, the vanguard of political and social advance in West 
Africa.’ In 1853, Colony inhabitants were given British citizenship, 
which officially put them on a different footing to the bulk of other Sierra 
Leoneans when the colonial enterprise was later expanded. 

During the nineteenth century, Krios quickly put aside farming and 
were able to benefit from the economic opportunities, particularly the 
import-export trade, exchanging produce such as groundnuts, palm oil 
and timber for European goods. They could also be found not just in 
Sierra Leone but all along the British West African coast and even in 
the Congo Free State, working as government officials, doctors, magis- 
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trates, teachers and missionaries. J.F. Easmon became a doctor of med- 
icine, rose to be head of the medical department in the Gold Coast (later 
Ghana) colonial government, and isolated blackwater fever as a separate 
disease. James Africanus Horton, a son of recaptives, qualified as a doc- 
tor and from 1859 served for over twenty years in the British Army. John 
Thorpe, a descendent of Maroons, became the first Sierra Leonean, as 
early as 1850, to be called to the English Bar. Lewis was called to the bar 
in 1871 and returned to Freetown the next year as Acting Queen’s Advo- 
cate, in effect Attorney-General. A vociferous yet loyal critic of the gov- 
ernment, he built his practice, became the first mayor of the reconstituted 
Freetown Municipality in 1895 and was the first Black African to be 
knighted by a British monarch.” His statue still stands in Murray Town 
in the west of the capital. Some like Bishop Samuel Ajayi Crowther, the 
first pupil of the Christian Institution after it moved to Fourah Bay in 
1827, went abroad to proselytise, in Crowther’s case returning to Yorub- 
aland. Schools such as the Annie Walsh Memorial School which emerged 
from the Christian Female Institution in 1877 flourished in the Colony. 
Fourah Bay College, now seated high on one of the hills overlooking the 
capital but created from the Christian Institution in Fourah Bay in 1848, 
was affiliated to the University of Durham in the UK in 1876. 

The political power of the settlers within the Western-style adminis- 
tration, while never great, did wax and wane over the first century. The 
first Governor of Granville Town, Richard Weaver, was a settler, but 
under the rule of the Sierra Leone Company, from 1791 to 1807, Free- 
town was not self-governing and was directed from London. The failed 
Nova Scotian rebellion of 1800 was partly based on the desire for self- 
rule. New rules were temporarily issued by the rebels but the defeat ulti- 
mately allowed the Company to ban the election of settler representatives. 
In 1807, having lost money, the Company passed the Freetown penin- 
sula over to the British Crown and it became a Crown Colony. Direct 
rule from London continued, however, and petitioning and the increas- 
ingly active press became the sole methods of influencing the Governor, 
particularly after any pretence of local self-government in the first Free- 
town Municipality was abandoned in 1821. Given the education and 
professional and commercial success of the Krios, many increasingly 
believed some form of self-government to be preferable. However, in 
1863, despite a new constitution and the establishment of an Executive 
and Legislative Council, just two appointed seats on the latter council 
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were reserved for the community. Three more were added later, so prog- 
ress was made, but representation in the first century of the settlement 
continued to be circumscribed. Perhaps most important, though, a means 
of governing utterly alien to those outside the Colony was being created 
with some Krio participation or at least acceptance, either inside or out- 
side the government. Krio desires, often articulated in a plethora of news- 
papers and magazines, were to change the membership or policies rather 
than to radically reform or re-create the institution on the basis of some- 
thing more African. 

The ramifications of the Berlin Conference of 1884-85 and the 
Scramble for Africa changed everything for the British, the Krios and 
the hinterland population. Africa was the last great landmass left to col- 
onise but European powers had thus far been reluctant to go much fur- 
ther than their coastal enclaves. Expense, disease, some unwelcoming 
Africans, the largely unknown material attractions of the interior and 
the comfortable levels of existing trade led to an entrenched status quo. 
However, the invention of better weapons and medicines coincided with 
increasing need for raw materials and markets in European economies, 
the ratcheting up of political tensions in Europe and the belligerence 
of certain African polities such as the Asante in the Gold Coast (later 
Ghana). Britain, France, Germany, Portugal, Italy, Spain and the King 
of Belgium, but certainly not Africans, became the main negotiators. 
Britain, for its part, was required to reverse its policy of non-expansion 
and demonstrate, in the terms of the Conference, ‘effective occupation 
of the hinterland of coastal claims. In Sierra Leone these were the Free- 
town peninsula and southwards down to Sherbro Island, the latter nom- 
inally and rather reluctantly annexed in 1861 in the face of French 
expansionism. The proximity of the French in the north also hurried 
this process along. Territorially, the result was the declaration of the 
Protectorate in 1896 and the tenfold geographic expansion of Sierra 
Leone from the peninsular Colony to its current borders with Guinea 
to the north and east and Liberia to the south. Societally, the effects 
were just as momentous. 

First, although never in huge numbers, many more British adminis- 
trators began to arrive in Freetown. The effects were felt strongly by Krios 
in that they were sidelined from state jobs that had previously been their 
domain, causing some to seek work elsewhere in the empire. The 18 of 
about 40 senior government posts held by Krios in the Colony in 1892 
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were reduced to 15 of 92 by 1912 and 5 of these 15 posts were subse- 
quently abolished when their incumbents retired. Bo School, estab- 
lished by the government in 1906 to educate sons and nominees of chiefs, 
expressly disqualified Krio teachers, and Krios were almost entirely 
excluded from administrative positions in the Protectorate. Equally, the 
limits of Freetown were extended further into the hills to allow British 
officials in the ‘white man’s graveyard’ to live in a slightly cooler Euro- 
pean Reserve, named Hill Station. The shift was received as a slight on 
Krios, accompanied by a loss of the rental income on their property port- 
folios in the city centre. Second, the Lebanese, who were collectively 
known for a while as Syrians and began to arrive in the 1890s, had by 
the end of the first quarter of the nineteenth century supplanted the Krio 
trading mandarins, often aided by the British authorities and firms.” The 
influx greatly exercised Krio opinion, and hostility culminated in the 
1919 anti-Syrian riots. 

Third, there was a fairly clear change of heart from the British colo- 
nisers, switching preference to a rather romanticised view of indigenous 
Sierra Leoneans away from the ‘savvy niggers’ or ‘trousered’ Africans, by 
which the Krio and other ‘detribalised’ Africans elsewhere had deroga- 
tively become known.” Reasons given for Krio exclusion from Bo School 
included the need to retain the students’ ‘pristine purity free from mod- 
ernising tendencies’ and to ‘strengthen tribal patriotism." There were 
limits to these views as some saw far less noble qualities and even those 
who were sympathetic emphasised ‘superficial emotional qualities’ over 
‘intellect’.'° The Krios still maintained their privileged status vis-a-vis 
other Sierra Leoneans. Indeed, up to independence and beyond, jobs in 
the professions, academia, the civil service and the judiciary were still 
taken mostly by Krios, when not filled by Europeans. In 1950, Krios com- 
prised 67 of the 70 qualified Sierra Leonean medical doctors. However, 
the vocal allegiance to Britain, exemplified by H. C. Bankole-Bright who 
was seen as a troublemaker by the British but still spoke of his ‘organic 
connection with the British Crown, and J. C. O. Crowther, who insisted 
that ‘everyone of us should be proud of our British connection, meant 
that the Krio response to the new British attitude was one of immense 
disappointment.’® In many ways, the British policy was a systematic 
attack on Krios due to the greater presence of British colonials and the 
notion that white men could do a better job than black men. The rela- 
tive meritocracy of the 1800s was overruled by considerations of colour 
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in the 1900s. This was an era when ‘racial prejudice was reaching new 
heights of absurdity’. Added to the new racism, the shortcomings of a 
few Krio notables and the notion that Krios had played a part in foment- 
ing the 1898 Hut Tax War sealed the change in British attitudes. Finally 
and most crucially, though, there had also been a sea change in political 
circumstances within colonial expansion. 

The debate concerning colonialism across Africa often runs on the 
lines of how powerful it was and what it was trying to achieve. The first 
aspect tends to polarise into two ways of thinking. From one angle, par- 
ticularly focused on the Congo, European imperialism is seen as all-con- 
quering, the Bula Matari or crusher of rocks to use the Congolese phrase.'® 
From a different angle, predominantly of British colonialism, the whole 
project is ‘hegemony on a shoestring’.'” The relative significance of either 
slant depends very much on which colonial territory is being scrutinised. 
Inevitably, British colonialism in Sierra Leone is a mixture of the two, 
but as will become evident, it is more of the latter. The second aspect of 
the debate regards the relative importance of geopolitics, economics and 
the ‘civilising mission in the colonial project. Geopolitics was clearly 
important in the timing of the Berlin Conference and subsequent expan- 
sion, but whether the prime motivation over time was geopolitical, eco- 
nomic or social will concern us during the rest of this chapter. 

As with all other colonial acquisitions in Africa, and despite its delib- 
erately vague terminology, the requirement of ‘effective occupation’ was 
a serious challenge. Officially, the colonial methodologies were miles 
apart. French direct rule treated one small area (the Four Communes of 
Senegal) as almost a part of France, and allowed some Africans assimi- 
lated into French culture to obtain full French citizenship, while the 
majority of African ‘sujets were governed directly by French administra- 
tors at all levels. By contrast, British indirect rule, based on ideas devel- 
oped in Northern Nigeria by Lord Lugard, saw rule by proxy through 
the African political hierarchies, such as the emirs and kings of Nigeria 
and the chiefs of Sierra Leone. In practice, the differences were not so 
great. The willingness of the French state to spend money on Africa was 
almost as circumscribed as that of the British state. Colonial officials 
came in small numbers to West Africa: in the 1930s, British tropical 
Africa had just 1,223 administrators and 43 million Africans and French 
West Africa 3,660 administrators and 15 million Africans across even 
larger territories, in stark contrast to the Japanese who in the same period 


17 


SIERRA LEONE: A POLITICAL HISTORY 


in Korea alone had approximately 45,000 officials.*? With limited 
resources and European personnel, both Britain and France used coer- 
cion where necessary in subduing scattered people in large territories, 
but deal-making and incorporation of chiefs into the colonial hierarchy 
were much more common methods of securing occupation. The French 
then relied almost as much on their African counterparts as did the Brit- 
ish to maintain law and order. Colonialists in Africa have been described 
as ‘neither administrators nor conquerors’.*' Equally, the idea that Afri- 
cans would be imbued with the republican notions of /iberté, égalité, fra- 
ternité was undermined by the French reliance on chiefs, who were more 
inclined to preserve their own cultural mores.” The British were not 
immune to the challenge of a civilising mission but through a mixture 
of policy and parsimony faced the same obstacles as the French. 

In effect, in a sea change of considerable proportions, the African 
political hierarchies of the Protectorate had suddenly become immea- 
surably more important to the Sierra Leonean colonial project. In the 
former Protectorate today, ethnic identities include the Mende in the 
South, who constitute around 30 per cent of the population; the Temne 
and Limba, who make up around 30 per cent and 8.5 per cent of the 
population respectively, and occupy the Northern Savanna areas and 
have greater connections with Islam and the peoples of Guinea; and 
other smaller but important groups such as the Kono and Kissi in the 
East and the Koranko in the North. At the same time, no ethnic group 
is solely Islamic or Christian, with the exception of the smaller largely 
Muslim Mandingo and Fula communities. It is often estimated that 60 
per cent of Sierra Leoneans are Muslim, 20-30 per cent Christian and 
5-10 per cent followers of traditional beliefs, but this is very mislead- 
ing as the figures are not accurate and because many are Christian or 
Muslim whilst also following traditional beliefs. Temnes are more often 
Muslims and Mendes often Christians, reflecting the early Islamicisa- 
tion of the north and the subsequent preference of Christian mission- 
aries for the south. Many, though, share cultural, linguistic and religious 
connections, in particular chieftaincy, the important Poro (for men) and 
Bondo and Sande (for women) ‘secret societies’ and the need for chiefs 
to consult over important actions. The ‘traditional’ institutions provide 
to this day much of the policing, judicial, citizenship and spiritual 
requirements of the rural population. 

Identities and authority, however, were much more fluid in pre-colo- 
nial times. In a pattern repeated over much of sub-Saharan Africa, lan- 
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guages mutated over space and time and people often held greater loyalty 
to a local hierarchy than to an ethnic group. There were kingdoms and 
chieftaincies which governed groups of people through kings, chiefs, 
elders and ‘secret societies’. These differed from European and Krio 
notions of governance, under construction to some extent in the Colony, 
in two crucial ways. First, the emphasis of pre-colonial control lay with 
people not territory. In a setting where there was a vast amount of land 
and few, dispersed people, territory was rarely demarcated. Instead, peo- 
ple owed allegiance or gave tribute to a king or chief, often influenced 
by necessities of the time, most often security. The relationship between 
chief and subject was thus unequal but one firmly based on reciprocity, 
where reneging on the arrangement from either side might annul the 
relationship. Second, the method of governing was not based on written 
rules and policies, but on the combination of reciprocal imperatives, deci- 
sions of a hereditary hierarchy, and religious and cultural mores. 

In many ways it was the colonial period that did most to codify rules, 
territorially define chiefdoms and solidify and politicise ethnic identi- 
ties. British notions of scientific classification and the need to parcel peo- 
ple into groups for administrative purposes meant the gradual reifying 
of ethnicity and chieftaincy. Equally, the response of African local lead- 
ers was often an attempt to use this new environment to their own ben- 
efit, which led to the same need for grouping and consequent reification 
and politicisation of identity. It has been argued that ‘tradition’ was 
invented during colonialism, but it has also been noted that, whilst hold- 
ing some truth, the idea of inventing ‘tradition’ wholesale is unlikely as 
the colonial authorities required something legitimate and recognisable 
on which to build.” Perceiving identity as somehow primordial and 
unchanging is of course fanciful, but it is also important to see the lim- 
its of both constructivism and the notion that identity has little other 
substance than its instrumental use to gain advantage or resources. 
Change and continuity are both seen in these critical processes. 

‘The history of the Sierra Leonean hinterland and the internal and 
external interactions should then be understood in its pre-colonial yet 
evolving state. Internally, political flux was evident in pre-colonial times, 
as might be expected. Conflicts would break out and die down for a vari- 
ety of reasons. Notable wars include the 18"-century Islamic takeover of 
the Futa Jallon in contemporary Guinea by the Fulas, which drove Susus 
and Yalunkas southwards into Temne, Limba, Koranko and Loko areas, 
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creating greater diversity all the way up to the level of chief. Tension 
between Loko and Temne chiefs around the Colony erupted sporadi- 
cally in the first half of the nineteenth century. In the south, the inland 
Mendes began to threaten the wealthier coastal chiefdoms, and although 
not a unified people, earned themselves a tough reputation as warriors. 
Nearby chiefdoms and the British Army employed Mende soldiers. Trade 
wars broke out in the 1880s, often pitting Mende against Mende and 
Temne against Temne, enlisting British assistance wherever possible. 

Externally, the mouth of the Sierra Leone River, ruled to the north by 
a Loko chiefdom and to the south by Temnes, was an important dock- 
ing area for traders and slavers and then the British Empire right up to 
the Second World War. Portuguese traders were followed by their Brit- 
ish counterparts and in time the slavers. Renting small islands, such as 
Bunce Island in the Sierra Leone River estuary where ruins remain today, 
or land at the mouths of other rivers, European slavers would barter for 
upcountry people captured by coastal or upcountry chiefs in battle. Both 
sides benefited from this arrangement, although the export of people was 
not of benefit to either those involved or the larger economy. Sierra Leone 
was not a main centre of trans-Atlantic slaving, but still some 3,000 left 
every year and the trading of slaves to the outside world was not eradi- 
cated until 1850 when the Rogers family of Gallinas country (later partly 
in Liberia) signed the last of such treaties with the British.” Indeed, a 
new form of chief emerged when European traders intermarried with 
local dignitaries, creating such dynasties as the Rogers and the Tuckers 
and Caulkers (originally Corkers) of Sherbro country. 

In establishing the Protectorate, Governor Sir Frederick Cardew 
(1894-1900) was instrumental. He was the first European to tour the 
entire territory, and formulated the plans for how the Protectorate would 
be run. It was he who proposed the idea of the Protectorate and a form 
of indirect rule which preceded Lugard’s more famous introduction of 
the policy in Nigeria. Chiefs would continue ruling, assisted and restricted 
by European District Commissioners.” Some, such as Lewis, argued for 
a comprehensive British takeover, but admitted that rapid wholesale 
introduction of ‘English laws and customs’ would probably be destabi- 
lising.” Another Krio, J.C.E. Parkes, a leading expert of the time on inte- 
rior people who became head of the Aborigines Department and later 
the Department of Native Affairs, was also in favour of full legal control 
but, crucially, foresaw trouble if this was attempted.” Indirect rule thus 
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became the solution. Railway lines would indeed be built and the terri- 
tory would be kept in order by the recently-created Frontier Police, but 
this was of course still a very cheap option, being reliant mostly on Afri- 
cans. It would cost money, though, and the British government insisted 
on it being financed internally. Thus Cardew brought in the five shillings 
Hut Tax, in the firm belief that his experience in Zululand, his personal 
attempts at explanation and the ability of many Protectorate household- 
ers to pay would make resistance unlikely.”* 

British colonial authorities were, however, given early warnings about 
the legitimacy and coherency of local power and the limits of coercive 
actions. If Samori Touré’s exhausted Sofa warriors were relatively easily 
defeated in the Kono area, the Hut Tax War of 1898 led by the Temne 
chief Bai Bureh was a different matter. Known for his professional mil- 
itary prowess, Bai Bureh was made Chief of Kasseh and had a long his- 
tory of fluctuating relations with the British. Given the imposition of the 
house tax and the belligerent stance taken by Cardew against chiefs who 
did not accept his efforts of explanation, Bai Bureh resisted.” A similar 
extensive uprising ensued in Mendeland. Grievances concerning the tax, 
Krio traders, unpopular chiefs, the Frontier Police and British expansion 
in general came together in full scale insurrections. This was guerrilla 
warfare with scorched earth tactics on both sides. Many lost their lives, 
including Chief Thomas Neale Caulker, one of those who paid the taxes, 
hundreds of Krios and seven American missionaries. Nine months later, 
the revolt was finally put down by the overwhelming coercive power of 
the Frontier Police. Bai Bureh and others such as the Mende leader 
Nyagua were deported to the Gold Coast.*” Bai Bureh returned in 1905, 
was reinstated as chief until his death around 1909 and now appears as 
a hero on 1,000 leone notes and in the name of a main highway in the 
east of the capital. Cardew’s name does live on in a small street in the 
East End of Freetown, but he does not have a main artery in the capital 
named after him like his successors, Sir Charles King-Harman (1900- 
4) and the historian of Malaya, Sir Richard Wilkinson (1916-22). 

Notwithstanding military victories, British colonial fingers had been 
burned. Indeed, the British Secretary of State for the Colonies, Joseph 
Chamberlain, and the Special Commissioner sent to investigate were 
both against the continuance of the tax and it was only due to Cardew’s 
insistence that it remained.’ But despite these coercive actions, the estab- 
lishment of the Protectorate was still mostly achieved by negotiation and 
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incorporation: the limits of British power were already becoming clear. 
British solutions might be summarised as stick and carrot. After the Hut 
Tax War, many larger kingdoms or chieftaincies were broken up and in 
some cases pliant chiefs installed, although this was rarely a smooth pro- 
cess.” Bizarrely, the Reverend D.F. Wilberforce was made Paramount 
Chief of Imperi.” There is evidence that the British administration delib- 
erately fostered divisions between ethnic groups and between Colony 
and Protectorate.** Strengthening ‘tribal patriotism’ was indeed an aim 
and some in the Colony were dismayed to see attempts to portray the 
Krio as ‘degenerate’ and ‘an interloper in the Protectorate.* On the other 
hand, in some cases, such as that of the Kissi people whose political enti- 
ties were small and localised, chiefs of greater areas were created or 
allowed to emerge. 

At the same time, there were many others alongside Caulker who 
entered into the colonial bargain, including the raising of taxes, and ben- 
efited. Before the Berlin Conference, Britain had been extremely reluc- 
tant to expand beyond the Colony but also needed to trade. The solution 
was to make treaties with local rulers and pay them stipends, and allow 
Krios to act as middlemen on the same basis as the slavers but in greater 
numbers. Later, leaders like the female Mende chief, Mammy Yoko, 
whose name adorns the former hotel in the Aberdeen area of Freetown, 
Momo Kai Kai in Pujehun and Kai Londo in Kailahun welcomed Brit- 
ish rule and were often able to consolidate and extend their own author- 
ity and benefit from connections with the colonial state. Remarkably, Kai 
Londo managed to persuade the British to have the Liberian and Guin- 
ean borders redrawn so that the whole of his newly expanded chiefdom 
fell within Sierra Leone, although this was divided into two after his 
death.” His face appears on the 500 leone coin. 

All in all, chiefs lost some powers and gained others within a ‘tradi- 
tional’ system which was now even more questionably ‘traditional’, was 
codified and territorialised, and allowed greater scope for local level abuses 
as long as British relations were kept in order. The important notion of 
reciprocity and the balancing of chiefly power through consultation 
remained, but were distorted by the presence of the new state and by the 
potential for chiefs to renege on some of their reciprocal responsibilities 
to their people if they had the backing of the central power. One observer 
has gone as far as labelling these new era chiefs in British colonies and 
post-colonies as ‘decentralised despots’.*” At the same time, the Sierra 
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Leonean institution of chieftaincy had survived and retained a good pro- 
portion of its legitimacy during the transition. The effect was to co-opt 
the chiefs into the colonial system, where obedience was rewarded and 
resistance punished by removal from office. The patron-client system with 
the state as the ultimate patron, the chiefs as middlemen and the people 
as clients was thus born. Krios were significantly relegated in importance. 
Crucially, because it was ‘hegemony on a shoestring’, the system was one 
of incomplete colonial domination or what might be described as a nego- 
tiated political arena or the ‘politics of collaboration.’ This particular 
stick and carrot system was not lost on post-independence leaders who 
went on to adopt similar methods to counter similar problems. 

Moving on to the reasons behind the colonial project, it is often 
assumed that after the initial geopolitical push, extraction was the pre- 
dominant colonial priority. Trade with the hinterland had indeed been 
vital to the Colony. Thus the first railway in British West Africa, con- 
necting Freetown and the interior, was begun in 1895 and reached its 
eastern terminus at Pendembu, passing through Bo and Kenema, in 1908, 
and its northerly branch line terminus at Makeni in 1914. Its main func- 
tion was to transport agricultural goods bound for Europe: exports rose 
fourfold from 1900 to 1918.*° Passenger travel was clearly not the aim 
given the dearth of lines, the high fares and the extremely slow trains, 
but if the process created local capitalists, then so much the better. 
Another railway designed for passengers was built in Freetown but this 
service existed purely to give British colonial commuters a route from 
their attractive and airy homes in Hill Station, some of which still stand, 
to their jobs in the centre. 

However, it was not until the 1930s that the mining of two extremely 
important minerals began. In 1931, the Sierra Leone Development Com- 
pany (DELCO) was formed to exploit the Marampa iron ore mines in 
Port Loko District, for which a 52-mile railway was built to take the ore 
to ships at Pepel. More importantly, diamonds were discovered in 1930 
in Kono District and soon graduated to become the mainstay of the econ- 
omy, simultaneously proving immensely difficult to control. This discov- 
ery and its implications were to reverberate through subsequent Sierra 
Leonean history. The colonial government quickly signed long-term, 
country-wide deals with a De Beers subsidiary, Sierra Leone Selection 
Trust (SLST), in 1932-33. Both SLST and the colonial government 
feared the onset of illicit mining. They were right to be wary as the dia- 
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monds were mostly alluvial and simple to dig up and the chiefs effec- 
tively controlled both the land and people. Kono and Kenema Districts 
attracted many migrant miners who worked on a tributor basis where 
earnings depended entirely on finding the stones. No amount of legis- 
lation was able to deter illicit mining overseen by the chiefs, traders from 
Freetown and the Lebanese community. In an unsuccessful attempt to 
bring chiefs in, their official incomes were increased substantially. In 
Kono, chiefs’ incomes grew from around £500 per annum before mining 
activities began to nearly £10,000 in the late 1940s, a process which did 
not reduce illicit mining but did serve to further increase chiefly power.*! 
Importantly, and despite these problems, the colony moved quickly in 
the 1930s from deficit to surplus. 

On the other hand, while the British did not subscribe to French and 
Portuguese notions of assimilation and the ‘civilising mission’, Britain 
certainly had its own version. This was the era of ideas of sociocultural 
evolution and stages of social development in which the British consid- 
ered themselves leaders. At the highest level, there was the extension of 
the Colony state to the Protectorate. Some features of the modern lib- 
eral state were decidedly lacking, such as the juridical equality of the cit- 
izenry, a separation of state powers and, until the latter stages, democratic 
institutions. Extended into the interior, however, were a precisely demar- 
cated territory and centralised structures including a capital, a perma- 
nent coercive force, a permanent bureaucracy, national taxation, codified 
law—although in both ‘state’ and ‘customary’ forms—and a partially reg- 
ulated market. One could suggest that most of this was required for eco- 
nomic exploitation and one might baulk at the notion of a state that had 
only partial hegemony over its population and such limited resources to 
effect its extension, but the idea of a country, a state and a public realm 
were deliberately and somewhat successfully introduced. 

At societal level, as one author succinctly notes, there were ‘aspects of 
traditional government that were distasteful to the British, such as rit- 
ual murder’. More commonplace, slavery and female circumcision were 
seen in a similar way by the colonial state while polygamy, ‘witchcraft’ 
and ‘traditional’ religious beliefs were opposed by missionaries. All were 
subject to colonial or missionary efforts to bring about change. As early 
as 1863, a Colonial Office civil servant in London questioned the Brit- 
ish presence on Bonthe Island if it could not ‘exercise power and do 
good’.** The first Bo School Prospectus, a document of conflicting ideas, 
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is indicative at least of the thinking of Governor Sir Leslie Probyn (1904— 
10). Training in morals including assumed British traits of the time— 
truthfulness, work and self control—and a particular directive on 
increasing respect for women by teaching the lives of Florence Nightin- 
gale and Queen Victoria sat alongside the non-interference in and pro- 
hibition of speaking against ‘Native Customs and Institutions. ... excepting 
of course any custom that is repugnant to humanity’. Ironies abound 
and the exact manner in which these two sets of cultural mores could be 
accommodated is not at all clear. 

However, to further underline the drive for some forms of social change 
and the concurrent limits of imperial power, the actions against slavery— 
a policy which the British and the Krios would seemingly hold dear— 
are instructive. Prior to 1896, governors and Krios were often keen to 
extend British rule, despite reluctance in London, so as to eliminate the 
slave trade, and it was indeed abolished throughout Sierra Leone in 
1896.*% However, it took until 1928 for actual slavery to be outlawed. 
Slaves were so important to chiefly economics that the British adminis- 
tration adopted a very cautious approach. Indeed, the trade in goods, 
which was deemed legitimate and had been avidly promoted for some 
time as an alternative to slave trading, was itself reliant on the capital that 
many societies had in abundance: slaves.“ It is important to differenti- 
ate here as there were many categories of slave. Many in Sierra Leone 
were dependent by choice or inheritance, often being part of the house- 
hold and given land to cultivate, as well as those who were bought or 
captured.“ Much derives from the greater importance of people than 
land in an under-populated milieu. Britain, however, was embarrassed 
by discussions at the League of Nations after the First World War. Sierra 
Leone was the last colony in British West Africa to abolish slavery, but 
even at this point the practice of non-voluntary unpaid community work, 
administered by the chiefs, continued. Forced labour, one of a chief’s ‘cus- 
tomary rights’, was officially recognised in 1902 and restated in the Forced 
Labour Ordinance of 1932. Chiefs could use this labour as they felt fit, 
even extending to work on a chief’s commercial farm. 

Female circumcision has weathered the efforts of colonialism and 
indeed the more recent global onslaught at eradication, and still affects 
some 90 per cent of the female population across all ethnic groups except 
the Christian Krios.“ Syncretism, the simultaneous belief in Christi- 
anity or Islam and the power of traditional spirituality, remains com- 
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mon today. The Poro and Bondo societies still thrive and ‘witchcraft’, 
especially when it is alleged to be in the service of prominent people, is 
a frequent story in the newspapers. The spirit world of the forests is seen 
by many to deeply affect events in the physical world and the secret 
societies continue to police the border areas between the two worlds, 
supervise the important coming of age and circumcision rituals, and 
provide the spiritual glue which holds rural and often urban society 
together. Thus, the extent to which the British were able to shift Pro- 
tectorate society into Western ways of thinking and doing, which might 
fit with Western techniques of governance and economy, was rather 
limited. Change had indeed come about through the colonial presence, 
and some changes in the economic, political and social organisation of 
the Protectorate were of substance, but much was maintained or, per- 
haps more accurately, the changes of substance were often partial and 
not at all as intended. This has implications that resonate even today, of 
which more later in the book. 

‘The difference in administration and laws between Protectorate and 
Colony further exposes colonial prerogatives and deficiencies. Although 
it was far from a parliamentary democracy, the administration in the Col- 
ony had nothing to do with chieftaincies. On the other hand, adminis- 
tration in the Protectorate was left to a great extent in the hands of 
Africans. The Protectorate was divided into five districts with both Dis- 
trict Commissioners and the newly created Paramount Chiefs, a pattern 
which survives with only a few differences today. The Legislative Coun- 
cil could make laws for the Protectorate, but in a display of expediency, 
chiefs could also use their own laws. Chiefdom courts were officially rec- 
ognised in 1902. More Paramount Chiefs, eventually exceeding two hun- 
dred, were created. A confusing twin track legal system with many regional 
perturbations was thus created, which again survives to a large degree into 
the contemporary age. For instance, it is unclear how long the North can 
continue to forbid women chiefs while in the South they have long been 
allowed and the central state maintains laws of non-discrimination. Many 
Colony laws, particularly those pertaining to land tenure and ownership, 
were not extended to the Protectorate. It was declared that Protectorate 
land belonged to the people and could not be bought and sold. These legal 
divisions have proved remarkably resilient. 

At the same time, education and state infrastructure in the Protector- 
ate lagged far behind the Colony. Despite the creation of new educa- 
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tional facilities and state infrastructure in the twentieth century, the 
Protectorate remained grossly underdeveloped by comparison with the 
Colony. In 1921, for example, there were 103 schools in the Colony but 
still only 70 in the Protectorate, in spite of its significantly greater pop- 
ulation.” Indeed, Bo School did not offer a European-style education 
until the 1930s. Most children still attended ‘secret society’ or Koranic 
schools. A few went to missionary schools, predominantly in the south, 
which were taken over by the government in 1929, and a primary teacher 
training college was established at Njala which was later to become part 
of the University of Sierra Leone. Pre-Second World War Western-style 
education, and similarly health provision, in the Protectorate did improve, 
but they were little more than drops in the ocean. Crucially, alongside 
social, political, economic and legal differences, the urban-rural gap was 
thus created and solidified. 

In sum, the reluctant British colonists of the late nineteenth century 
were stung into action in Sierra Leone by global concerns. ‘They also 
clearly had one eye on profits from agriculture and subsequently min- 
erals. The importance of trade had been clear for a long time and 
remained so, and the news of the discoveries of diamonds and iron ore 
was no doubt gratefully received, even though their existence was 
unknown at the start of the colonial project. It would, in addition, be 
remiss to ignore the other colonial eye fixed on changing society, how- 
ever unsuccessfully in the long term. British colonialism—however fal- 
tering, misguided and circumscribed—established the modern state, 
introduced Western-style schooling, suppressed slavery, endeavoured to 
‘civilise’ the ways of Sierra Leoneans towards British thinking and in 
the latter stages instituted formal democracy. This all suggests that colo- 
nial imperatives changed over time but also that colonialism was driven 
as much by socio-political concerns as by the usual suspects of geopol- 
itics and economics. One might reduce colonial imperatives to those of 
control and change, where the former always took priority in the fre- 
quent clashes of interest.” Control was required, on the cheap through 
indirect rule, in order to govern and exploit the resources of the colony, 
while the imperative to ‘civilise’ Sierra Leoneans or to bring Sierra Leone 
in line with the ‘modern’ world was always serious but liable to cause 
trouble and so subordinated to the more pressing needs of control. 
Again, these concerns still resonate today within the priorities of Sierra 
Leonean government and indeed international bodies. 
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‘The decision to integrate the Colony and Protectorate initiated a 
fraught and piecemeal process that lasted from 1922 to 1951 and further 
changed the political balance, thus undermining the Krios in the impor- 
tant 1950s pre-independence decade. The Freetown City Council had 
been re-established in 1893 and consisted of a mayor and twelve elected 
and three nominated councillors. This arrangement was amended in 1927 
to a president, four nominated and four elected members. In 1926, fol- 
lowing an inquiry into the performance of the City Council, E.S. Beoku- 
Betts became the last elected leader until after the Second World War 
and control of the Council was turned over to the colonial government. 
The rural areas of the Colony were divided into four—Wilberforce, Kissy, 
York and Waterloo, the former two now considered as part of Greater 
Freetown—and run by a Rural Commissioner and a Rural Area Coun- 
cil. In other words, the rollercoaster ride of Krio representation in the 
Colony continued. At the same time, the Executive Council remained 
an all-white affair until 1943 when two Africans were appointed, but the 
Legislative Council was reformed in 1924 in the first attempt to amal- 
gamate Colony and Protectorate. In a rather half-hearted attempt rid- 
dled with ambiguities, the new Legislative Council included three 
members elected by literate property-owning Colony voters, two more 
selected by the Governor and three Paramount Chiefs. Beoku-Betts and 
H. C. Bankole-Bright were elected in the Colony and were prominent 
in the politics of the period up to the Second World War. This was, of 
course, not an amalgamation and contained varying notions of criteria 
for selection, but it showed that the Protectorate was beginning to be 
included in central government. 

‘The period immediately before and after the Second World War saw, 
on the one hand, mostly Krio proto-nationalist agitation for African 
rights, and on the other hand, much more movement in the process of 
amalgamation of Colony and Protectorate. While the Sierra Leonean 
branch of the National Congress of British West Africa (NCBWA), 
led by Bankole-Bright and other Krios, had been active since 1920, its 
raison d'être was not nationalist as such but to articulate grievances to 
the colonial government. Similar anti-colonialist but not nationalist 
agitation can be seen elsewhere in Africa.” I.T.A. Wallace-Johnson 
was a brief but fiery challenge to the NCBWA. Widely travelled as a 
journalist and trades unionist, Wallace-Johnson was a founder mem- 


ber of the West African Youth League (WAYL) and, on his return to 
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Sierra Leone in 1938, became leader of the Sierra Leonean branch 
(SLYL). He simultaneously frightened the Krio establishment and the 
colonial government with his pro-worker rhetoric which appealed to 
both Colony and Protectorate. The SLYL swept the Freetown City 
Council elections and the unions became more demonstrative. In a time 
of international tensions Wallace-Johnson was eventually detained from 
1940 until the end of the war. His time of greatest influence was brief, 
but he is recognised by a statue and a street name in central Freetown 
for his efforts in the first stirrings of nationalism. Many, however, are 
circumspect about his success in uniting the Colony and Protectorate 
people as the SLYL was Krio-dominated, and further note that he drove 
a wedge into Krio politics.” 

Much speculation and notions of balancing of the Colony and Pro- 
tectorate gave way in 1947 to the Stevenson Constitution propagated by 
Governor Sir Hubert Stevenson (1941-47). In recognition of the shift 
in global politics towards the new superpowers and self-determination 
of nations, and the shift in British thinking after the Second World War 
leading to acceptance that independence was now much more imminent, 
Africans were now to be in the majority in the Governor’s Executive 
Council and the Legislative Council. Just as important, in the final guise 
of the latter body fourteen members would represent the Protectorate 
and seven the Colony. In a volte face of some proportions, Wallace-John- 
son, alongside Bankole-Bright and the National Council of Sierra Leone 
(NCSL) formed in 1950, led the vociferous Krio protestations at their 
loss of political status. They saw the Krios at the forefront of political agi- 
tation and at all costs did not want to be pushed aside. In 1951, two Pro- 
tectorate organisations and one Colony party, led by Reverend E.N. Jones 
who changed his name to Lamina Sankoh and committed himself to 
Protectorate-Colony solidarity, came together to form the Sierra Leone 
People’s Party (SLPP). In the same year, accompanied by counter-argu- 
ments from the SLPP led by the future first prime minister of indepen- 
dent Sierra Leone, Dr Milton Margai, the new constitution came to life. 
Indeed, with a population ratio of about two million to sixty thousand, 
the Colony was seemingly getting a good deal but, if historical, educa- 
tional and prior political considerations are taken into account, this was 
not so clear. 

The distinction between Protectorate and Colony was not really 
removed by the time of the 1951 elections as the imbalances remained 
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and Protectorate voting was indirect with the chiefs still playing an 
overbearing role in the selection of Protectorate members of the Leg- 
islative Council. The Protectorate Assembly, established in 1945—46, 
included 26 seats for Paramount Chiefs and just two for educated Pro- 
tectorate Africans. In this situation the Assembly and the District Coun- 
cils would then have elected an overwhelmingly chiefly body of men as 
members of the Legislative Council. The Sierra Leone Organisation 
Society (SOS), established in 1946 and headed by John Karefa-Smart, 
who would subsequently gain considerable prominence, fought this 
chiefly influence. A schism between the two Protectorate groups was 
bridged by the diplomacy of Milton Margai and recognition of the need 
for some balance by the colonial administration.” Reforms to the Pro- 
tectorate Assembly in 1950 where the educated Protectorate elite could 
take up six seats allowed two other future prime ministers, Albert Mar- 
gai and Siaka Stevens, to be elected to the Legislative Council, but 
chiefly influence remained very great. 

‘The 1951 elections returned three NCSL, two SLPP and two inde- 
pendent candidates, including Wallace-Johnson, in the Colony. Of the 
fourteen emerging from the Protectorate, four were card carrying SLPP 
members including Stevens and the Margais, but all, including the Par- 
amount Chiefs, subsequently declared for the SLPP. Despite Bankole- 
Bright’s assumption that the NCSL would somehow assume power, this 
was a clear victory for the Protectorate and the SLPP.** As a consequence, 
the Governor subsequently chose only SLPP members for his African 
nominations to the Executive Council. Albert Margai became Minister 
of Local Government, Education and Welfare, Stevens took on the post 
of Minister for Land, Mines and Labour, and Milton Margai became 
Minister of Health, Agriculture and Forests and, one year later, Chief 
Minister.” Meanwhile, the Freetown City Council was reconstituted in 
1948. It included nine elected councillors and three elected aldermen, 
but voting rights were also extended to non-Krio Freetonians, a right not 
held by Krios living in the Protectorate. In many ways, despite further 
Krio efforts to turn back the clock examined in Chapter 3, the political 
shift was almost complete. 

Pertinently, it has been noted that the state inherited from the colo- 
nial power was dominated by Krios, while politics was dominated by peo- 
ple and interests from the former Protectorate.” Indeed, the rather 
lightweight Western-style state manned by Krios and Europeans had 
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already been thoroughly compromised in its reliance on ‘traditional’ 
authorities to pacify the hinterland. By 1951, the Protectorate, under- 
pinned by the non-Western institutions of chieftaincy and ‘secret soci- 
eties and imbued with notions of ethnicity, communalism and traditional 
spiritual beliefs, was penetrating deep into its vulnerable machinery. The 
constitutional changes allowed for the beginnings of rule by the major- 
ity, but opened the doors for chiefly patronage politics to supplant nar- 
row elitist Krio politics which nonetheless had had some sense of 
citizenship, liberal democracy and the rule of law associated with the 
Western-style state now implanted at the centre. The disconnections and 
divides in the body politic were considerable. Current reformers con- 
cerned with democratisation and decentralisation still face an environ- 
ment not unlike that of the constitutionalists of the colonial era. 

This state of affairs one can attribute to the failure of British ‘hege- 
mony on a shoestring’ or the resilience of African society. In addition, 
the legacy of British governing and commercial structures, of the sepa- 
ration of Colony and Protectorate and of the influence of the Freetown- 
based Krios is still visible, and a source of contention, even today. This 
was to some extent a rural-urban bifurcation of the state.” The heavy 
political involvement of the chiefs might suggest that the bifurcation lies 
in a broader elite versus non-elite sense, but it is more pronounced than 
even most other social and economic gaps in British colonial and post- 
colonial systems, although now involving an expanded African elite. By 
the 1950s, the Krios may have given way in politics to their hinterland 
compatriots, but the system had been fashioned for those that followed. 
Peculiarly, given the Krios’ mission to bring the benefits of Western civil- 
isation to Africa, and the wealth of education and the assimilationist 
structure of Krio society, their unintended legacy was a distended social, 
political and economic gap between the elite and the rest of the Sierra 
Leonean population. Paradoxically, the gap was connected by a contin- 
ually reinforced patron-client political structure, but this was not even a 
remotely fair connection and it was one imbued with assumed superior- 
ity from above and the associated deference from below. 

A developmentally unbalanced state thus began to emerge, now pre- 
sided over by a politically and economically over-centralised, institu- 
tionally weak, somewhat patronising and numerically restricted regime. 
Indeed, one might tentatively conclude that Krio elitism and chiefly 
elitism combined and reinforced one another to produce this more 
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extreme social and political environment. Until the political battles of 
the 1950s, the non-Krio elite was incorporated into Krio society, even 
‘Creolised’.** One keen observer noted in 1989 that the Krios’ ‘status as 
a social reference group to be emulated belongs to the past’, but in so 
saying, acknowledged their influence and how at crucial times they were 
indeed emulated.” One reading of Liberian history suggests exactly this 
sort of convergence, although Liberian Creole dominance was always 
much greater than that in Sierra Leone.® Another reading of African 
history suggests the reassertion of modified pre-colonial patterns of rule 
or ‘re-traditionalisation of the imported state.®' It is not outlandish to 
suggest that the history of Sierra Leone incorporates to some extent 
both of these processes. We will return to these notions in the next and 
later chapters. 
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DECOLONISATION, 1951-1961 


‘The process of integrating the Protectorate and Colony, politically at 
least, was finalised in 1951 and led to nationwide political party contes- 
tation, in particular the two pre-independence elections of 1951 and 
1957, and the first Sierra Leonean Legislative Council with an African 
majority. The decade also witnessed increased agitation across Africa for 
independence. Sierra Leone had its own proponents of independence, 
who also saw the fragility of European rule after the Second World War, 
the independence of countries like India and Pakistan, and the notion of 
self-determination enshrined in the new United Nations, and acted 
accordingly. At the same time, Britain acknowledged these new realities, 
ushering in self-rule and significantly increasing investment in Sierra 
Leone. The decolonisation process was almost entirely peaceful, even 
more so than the relatively calm decolonisation processes of other West 
African colonies, at least up to the point of independence, and much 
more so than in Cameroon or Kenya. It had, though, one unusual twist, 
in that Krios began a rather convoluted political trail towards indepen- 
dence and hinterland people took over the reins of power; and one more 
familiar twist, in that it began to expose some of the forthcoming rup- 
tures within the political elite. Finally, while independence was historic, 
peaceful and ostensibly a fundamental break with the colonial period, it 
actually amounted to a rather conservative version of change. 

The 1951 elections, described in Chapter 2, were only a foretaste of 
democracy given the restrictions on suffrage. In contrast, the 1957 elec- 
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tions allowed Sierra Leoneans in both the Colony and the Protectorate 
a much greater taste of democratic processes. The two sets of elections 
recorded victories for the SLPP, which was to become one of the two 
dominant post-independence parties and hold power for long stretches, 
over the Krio parties. Clearly, the 1950s was the decade in which Krio 
influence declined further and the Sierra Leonean national political elite 
fundamentally changed. These elections were not identical, but did hold 
within them some of the keys to understanding the decolonisation pro- 
cess and post-independence politics. 

Paradoxically, but in line with other British, French and Portuguese 
colonies and even the Republic of Liberia next door, the decade before 
Sierra Leonean independence witnessed accelerating economic and infra- 
structural development. Men flocked to the diamond mines in Kono and 
Kenema Districts in the East to dredge for alluvial stones. There was lit- 
tle the colonial government or the SLST could do to prevent such ille- 
gal activities in a sector that provided 65 per cent of state revenue in 1951 
in spite of the illicit mining.’ By 1956, after another diamond rush, an 
estimated 50-70,000 people were mining and fortunes were there to be 
made.” The SLST official monopoly was not viewed well in the diamond 
fields and illicit miners attacked SLST security and a police station in 
1955, attacks which the colonial authorities were ill-equipped to coun- 
ter. In response, the government paid SLST compensation in the same 
year to give up its nationwide deal and concentrate on the particularly 
rich areas near Yengema and Tongo. All other diamondiferous ground 
was opened to small-scale licensing under the Alluvial Diamond Min- 
ing Scheme (ADMS), provided that the local chief and the existing land- 
holder agreed. Unsurprisingly, although this was a serious attempt to 
legalise widespread alluvial mining, illicit operations did not cease and 
the stranglehold of the chiefs and predominantly Lebanese traders on 
the industry was not mitigated by this policy shift. In 1959, the govern- 
ment Gold and Diamond Office (GDO) was established in order to buy 
all non-SLST diamonds for export. Some trade did shift to the legal 
sphere up to the mid-1960s, but the prices paid were not good and state 
control over the diamonds remained unconvincing.’ 

Iron ore became the second export product in 1940 and in the 1950s 
the Marampa Mines supplied 40 per cent of Britain’s iron. During this 
period, there was also mining of gold in Tonkolili District, chrome in 
Kenema District and platinum on the Freetown peninsula. The result of 
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this activity meant, first, that by 1961 minerals contributed a massive 87 
per cent of total exports and, second, that labour migrated from the agri- 
cultural sector to the mines, in particular the diamond mines. The Sierra 
Leone Produce Marketing Board (SLPMB) was established in 1949 and 
made attempts to incentivise farmers with guaranteed prices and to add 
value to agricultural products through such initiatives as palm oil mills 
and cigarette manufacturing. At the same time, by 1956, just six Euro- 
pean companies controlled between 82 and 95 per cent of the produce 
trade.* Labour, however, bled out of the farms and the price of rice soared 
to the point that government was forced to import. Economic hardships, 
in particular the price of food, sparked a strike for pay rises to compen- 
sate in February 1955, which turned into four days of rioting in Free- 
town and the stoning of the houses of Sierra Leonean ministers. On the 
other hand, import businesses thrived with the money that was being 
made in diamonds. 

‘The revenues from mining were, to some extent, ploughed back into 
Sierra Leone. Roads and bridges were built in the interior which replaced 
porterage and boat transport and eventually began to sideline the rail- 
ways. A deep water quay was finished in the east of the capital and air 
connections began briefly at an airport near Waterloo until its proxim- 
ity to the hills forced the beginning of construction in 1947 at the cur- 
rent site across the river in Lungi. Public electricity supply, restricted to 
Freetown before the Second World War, reached Bo in 1949 and Ken- 
ema in 1953. Education expanded from its paltry levels before the war. 
Numbers of students in primary and secondary schools and teacher train- 
ing colleges increased almost fourfold between 1945 and 1961. By inde- 
pendence, 86,000 were attending primary school and 7,500 were in 
secondary. In the same time period, students in technical and vocational 
schools increased from none to nearly 1,200 and those in higher educa- 
tion six-fold to 300. Fourah Bay College began relocation to its current 
site on Mount Aureol in 1948 and, in 1960, became the University Col- 
lege of Sierra Leone with Dr Davidson Nicol as the first Sierra Leonean 
principal. By 1957, four new hospitals and health centres in many of the 
larger towns had been built.’ 

Oppositional politics established itself in the Legislative Council. The 
NCSL opposed many SLPP measures, almost all of which subsequently 
went through, and proposed their own which were mostly defeated. 
Debates were rancorous and often revolved around Krio and hinterland 
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identities rather than policy. Bankole-Bright described the Krios and 
the hinterland people as ‘two mountains that can never meet’ and, as early 
as 1950, associated the birth of the Protectorate with ‘the massacre of 
some of our fathers and grandfathers. ...in Mendeland because they were 
described as “Black Englishmen”. Milton Margai replied that the Krios 
were a handful of foreigners to whom their forefathers had given shel- 
ter, who imagined themselves to be superior because they aped Western 
modes of living but who had never breathed the true spirit of indepen- 
dence.’ Interesting to note that in these exchanges both sides saw each 
other as foreigners; from the Krio angle the fact that they were British 
citizens while all others were not. Krio anxiety was expressed in the bur- 
geoning of Freemasonry with the number of lodges doubling from 1947 
to 1952.8 Some agreement was reached over the SLST diamond con- 
tract changes and education in the Protectorate, but the NCSL obses- 
sion with Colony rights did not abate. The NCSL was joined in this 
crusade by the Settler Descendants Union (SDU) in 1952, the former 
agitating for separate independence for the Colony and the latter aim- 
ing to prove the legality of the ownership of the Colony by settlers. Many 
court cases ensued. Further parties joined the ranks including the Sierra 
Leone Independence Movement (SLIM) under Edward Blyden in 1956, 
the Kono Progressive Movement (KPM) in 1955 led by Tamba Briwa 
and, most important, the United Progressive Party (UPP). 

Founded in 1954, the UPP represented a possible bridge between 
Colony and Protectorate. It was not that there were no connections 
between the two. Two SLPP members of the Executive Council were 
A.G. Randle, a Krio from Bonthe, and M.S. Mustapha, a Muslim Krio 
from Freetown. Lamina Sankoh and Constance Cummings-John were 
in the SLPP. Cummings-John was the first woman to be elected to the 
Freetown City Council in 1938 and established the women’s wing of 
the SLPP in 1955 with Patience Richards and Etta Harris. Richards 
and Cummings-John, both Krios, won their seats for the SLPP in 1957 
in Freetown, only to be unseated in the former case and forced to resign 
in the latter when presented with electoral petitions.’ The SLPP motto 
was then and remains today ‘One People, One Country’. In contrast, 
the UPP had a predominantly Krio leadership but reached out to the 
Protectorate. The party was founded by Wallace-Johnson and the law- 
yer C.B. Rogers-Wright who defended many Protectorate clients after 
the disturbances in the mid-1950s. A populist stance reaped some div- 
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idends at the expense of the NCSL but also amongst some Protector- 
ate voters in the 1957 elections. 

Institutionally, the 1950s continued the same trajectory set by the 
promulgation of the new constitution in 1951. Recommendations from 
an electoral advisory commission established in 1954 brought the Col- 
ony and Protectorate voting criteria closer together. The Protectorate 
franchise included males who paid the local head tax and females who 
paid tax, all of whom had to be over twenty-one, while the Colony fran- 
chise was much closer to universal suffrage in that it included anyone 
over twenty-one years old who had lived in the Colony for six months. 
However, the adopted SLPP proposals for the new House of Represen- 
tatives which would replace the Legislative Council continued to favour 
the Protectorate. The NCSL proposed equivalence in 15 Protectorate 
and Colony seats apiece, but the end result was much closer to the SLPP 
proposal of a 30-12 split. There would be 57 members including 14 from 
the Colony, two from each of the 12 Protectorate Districts, 1 from Bo 
and 12 Paramount Chiefs. Significantly, the year 1961 was first men- 
tioned then as a date for independence. 

The other key development in this period between elections was the 
aforementioned disturbances in 1955-56. Following on from the Free- 
town strikes and riots in February 1955, violence broke out in Novem- 
ber in the Protectorate. As with the Freetown events there was an 
economic cause, but in the provinces the issues were tax and its admin- 
istrators, the chiefs. Taxes were raised in 1955 and imposed on greater 
numbers of young men. At the same time, in a marked breakdown in 
reciprocity, abuse of the chiefs’ considerable local power had grown. The 
riots in 1955, which began in Port Loko District and spread throughout 
the Protectorate into 1956, were aimed at chiefs who had enriched them- 
selves with houses and cars through local tax corruption, tribute includ- 
ing forced labour, and market protection." Their style of life had now 
much in common with that of the urban elite.” In many ways, chief- 
taincy subjects were demonstrating against abuse of power but not against 
chieftaincy per se. Considerable force was used to quell the disturbances 
and many people were killed. A commission decided that local govern- 
ing bodies were in fact to blame and five chiefs were deposed and five 
resigned. Most important to note, however, is the continued importance 
of the chiefs in Sierra Leonean politics, and despite the removal of ten 
chiefs, the institution of chieftaincy maintained its relevance and hence 
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its vulnerability to abuse. Further, within a few years, some were demand- 
ing the reinstatement of the deposed chiefs." To emphasise the point, 
the indirect elections in the Protectorate in 1951, coupled with the con- 
tinuing relative weakness of the intelligentsia there, put chiefs in a strong 
position to continue protecting their own interests. Even in the 1957 
direct elections, 59 per cent of candidates (72 per cent for the SLPP) and 
an extraordinary 84 per cent of all successful candidates still had chiefly 
kinship ties.” In addition, House of Representative seats were reserved 
for the twelve elected Paramount Chiefs. 

The 1957 election results were catastrophic for the NCSL in that it 
lost all its seats, but a small yet ultimately pyrrhic victory for the UPP 
and a grand triumph for the SLPP. The NCSL failed to adapt to mass 
politics and, in an election dominated by identity, was seen as almost 
solely a Krio party and lost ground to the UPP. Bankole-Bright contin- 
ued to campaign in English, not even Krio, and lost his Freetown seat to 
the SLPP along with his deposit."¢ In all, the SLPP took 23 seats, includ- 
ing 9 out of 14 in the Colony, and the UPP 5, leaving 11 to indepen- 
dents including the KPM leader Tamba Briwa and none to any other 
party. Eight of the independents and all of the Paramount Chiefs sub- 
sequently sided with the SLPP. Amongst the chiefs was the first female 
member of the House of Representatives, Ella Koblo Gulama. The UPP 
had indeed gained considerable ground in taking seats in the districts at 
the centre of the tax riots, one in Kambia, two in Port Loko and one in 
Moyamba, but had no real purchase on Protectorate politics as it had lit- 
tle access to the chiefs and none to the influential Poro society. Except 
in rare cases where the SLPP slipped up in its choice of candidates—as 
in Bo where a Krio-Mende businessman was selected over the son of a 
Paramount Chief of Bo who was then able to use his connections and 
others’ obligations to win as an independent—the SLPP held all the Pro- 
tectorate cards.” 

It is worth describing at this point the backgrounds of the main play- 
ers in 1950s Sierra Leonean politics. There were still the longstanding 
Krio participants such as Beoku-Betts, Bankole-Bright and Wallace- 
Johnson who by the mid-to-late 1950s were near the end of their careers 
and near the end of their lives. Beoku-Betts passed away in 1957, three 
months after becoming the first Sierra Leonean to be knighted in sixty 
years. Bankole-Bright followed in 1958, and Wallace-Johnson died in a 
car accident in Ghana in 1965. Others, such as Randle and Mustafa, were 
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forging their careers within the new politics. It was, however, the new 
politics, predominantly of the Protectorate, that mattered. Within Pro- 
tectorate politics, it was the chiefs that dominated but as pointed out 
before, both Margais, Stevens and Karefa-Smart all emerged from the 
nascent and still very small Protectorate intelligentsia. All assumed impor- 
tant positions in the run-up to and aftermath of independence, and so it 
is these characters and their relations with the Protectorate that need 
further examination. 

Sierra Leone’s first Chief Minister, Milton Margai, became its first 
Prime Minister in 1958. Born in 1895 in Gbangbatoke in Mende-speak- 
ing Moyamba District in the South of what was about to become the 
Protectorate, he was of an older generation by the time of the run-up to 
independence and died three years afterwards in 1964. His life was one 
that saw huge changes but also one that was firmly rooted in the past. 
On the one hand, in an illustrious career, he became the first Protector- 
ate African to graduate from the Krio educational bastion, Fourah Bay 
College, and after graduating from the Durham College of Medicine in 
the UK, became the first British-trained medical doctor from the Pro- 
tectorate. On returning to Sierra Leone in 1927, he worked in nearly all 
districts and was awarded Member of the British Empire (MBE) for ser- 
vices to midwifery in 1947. A knighthood followed in 1959." 

On the other hand, and this is extremely important, Milton was the 
grandson of a Mende Paramount Chief and the son of a chief. His uncle 
was an influential Mende chief during the time of his political career. 
After retiring from government service and taking up politics in 1950, 
he became an unofficial adviser to many chiefs. It was his friendship 
with chiefs that mended the bridges between the Protectorate intelli- 
gentsia organisation, SOS, of which he was Deputy President, and the 
chiefly Protectorate Assembly, and this allowed the SLPP to rise. Indeed, 
Milton was partly responsible for the SLPP being far from a mass-based 
party, instead almost entirely working through ‘traditional’ authorities. 
Africa around independence was not overwhelmed with mass-based 
parties, but anti-colonial movements like Kwame Nkrumah’s Conven- 
tion People’s Party (CPP) in the Gold Coast (later Ghana) and the Parti 
Démocratique de Guinée (PDG) under Sekou Touré at least main- 
tained a rhetorical and to some extent actual distance from the chiefs. 
Not so the SLPP, where first president Milton adopted the Poro men’s 
society symbol, the palm leaf, as the party’s symbol in 1951, a motif 
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which continues into the present day. Whether this was an anti-colo- 
nial stance, given the association of the palm leaf with the Poro role in 
the Hut Tax War, or simply a statement of allegiance to the Poro, it 
served notice of the close alignment of the SLPP with the ‘traditional’ 
order.’ Chiefs’ obligations to the Poro were used by Milton and the 
SLPP to garner bloc votes. Further, Milton’s midwifery work endeav- 
oured to foster modern practices but often within the confines of the 
Bondo women’s initiation society. 

Clearly, Milton had some commitment to modernisation, but one 
would equally call him conservative or (very) gradualist.”” He believed 
that a ruler’s legitimacy derived from his status.”’ He was reluctant either 
to speak to the general populace or to build the party at a grassroots 
level.” He was a listener, but one who changed few of his opinions. He 
noted that ‘it would be awkward for a leader to say one thing at one time 
and then change later’. Highly cautious, it was said that he ‘drove with 
the brakes ready’. Age, maturity and experience were paramount and he 
was unenthusiastic in promoting younger Sierra Leoneans to positions 
of authority.” At the same time, he was reported to be not corrupt or 
ostentatious. One might say that Milton's conservative and diplomatic 
disposition made the transfer of power from the British seamless and 
non-violent. One might also observe an elitism born of membership of, 
allegiance to and reliance on, the upper echelons of a very hierarchical 
society: upper echelons which had maintained their sway but undergone 
some profound changes, not always for the best, especially in their rela- 
tions with colonialism. 

Similarly, the first Protectorate lawyer was Albert Margai, another 
founder of the SLPP, a member of the 1951 Executive Council, Finance 
Minister and Sierra Leone’s second Prime Minister. He was Milton's 
half-brother and was also born in Gbangbatoke but fifteen years later in 
1910. He returned to Sierra Leone in 1948 after four years studying law 
in the UK. He was knighted in 1965. However, he was, like his half- 
brother, of chiefly stock. He showed at times that he might try to dis- 
tance himself from the chiefs and was on several occasions impatient 
enough with Milton’s gradualist approach to take matters into his own 
hands, most importantly when he briefly left the SLPP in 1958. Signif- 
icantly, though, in the aftermath of the tax riots in 1956 he was moved 
to ‘assure the chiefs that we are very confident that the position of chief- 


taincy is very necessary and must continue’.™ 


40 


KEY PLAYERS IN A DECEPTIVELY QUIET DECOLONISATION 


Greater contrast is provided by Stevens. Born in Moyamba District 
in 1905, he was supposed to be of Limba stock, but his ethnicity was 
made increasingly uncertain as it later served him well to obfuscate on 
this issue. His father had worked for the Governor of the time, hence his 
sons middle name, Probyn. Stevens attended secondary school and 
worked for the police before moving to the Marampa mines where he 
engaged in trade union activities. He attended Ruskin College, the trade 
union college in Oxford. Using his role as co-founder and Secretary of 
the United Mine Workers Union as a platform, Stevens was able to 
embark on his rather unusual, at the time, Protectorate political career. 
Stevens served from 1951 as a minister and was a founder of the SLPP, 
which he left in 1958 to create a more progressive party; later he became 
the third Prime Minister and first President of Sierra Leone. His name 
still lives on in Siaka Stevens Street, one of Freetown’s main arteries head- 
ing past the Cotton Tree, and the town of Masiaka. Significantly again, 
but perhaps showing he was a touch more instrumental and modernis- 
ing in tone, Stevens noted in the aftermath of the tax riots that ‘chief- 
taincy is an office which is very useful and which we will need for a very 
long time.” 

Again born in Moyamba, but this time in Rotifunk in the north of the 
district and effectively the north of the country, Karefa-Smart made his 
way into Protectorate elite politics through education at Fourah Bay Col- 
lege and in the USA before becoming a medical doctor and administra- 
tor. After briefly resisting chiefly power as head of the SOS, he co-founded 
the SLPP, and became Minister of Lands, Mines and Labour in 1957 
and Minister of External Affairs in 1962 before being dismissed by Albert 
in 1964. He continued thereafter to play a significant part in post-inde- 
pendence politics. There were, in other words, non-chiefly Protectorate 
routes to positions of authority but each came through the SLPP sys- 
tem, even if it was to leave at a later date, and all adopted or were forced 
to adopt SLPP-developed methods of political support. 

‘The immediate phase before independence tested the diplomatic skills 
of Milton. More constitutional changes in 1958 made him Prime Min- 
ister and reduced the power of the British Governor. The Governor main- 
tained control of foreign affairs, defence and security, but in all other 
areas acted on the advice of the Executive Council whose members he 
now appointed from the House of Representatives on the recommenda- 
tion of the Prime Minister. However, Milton encountered much greater 
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challenges from within his own party. Seemingly dismayed by the slow 
pace of progress and the reliance on the chiefs, some dynamic members 
sought change. Perhaps as a part of this dismay but possibly also in a case 
of rivalry between older and younger factions, Albert made a bid for the 
leadership of the SLPP. He was successful but was persuaded to stand 
down in favour of his half-brother by grandees of the party. 

As a consequence, key people including Albert Margai and Stevens 
left the SLPP to form the People’s National Party (PNP). The new party 
called for a faster pace of decolonisation, increased social spending and 
foreign non-alignment, and crucially was more critical of chiefs, but 
only up to a point. A PNP policy statement of 1959 stated, ‘the Peo- 
ple’s National Party strongly maintains that chieftaincy has and will 
continue to have a most important place in our national development 
for a very long time’.** Worryingly for the SLPP, the PNP began to 
expand when in 1959 three more SLPP legislators defected and Wal- 
lace-Johnson joined. The party also started to pick up support amongst 
the young and educated. Meanwhile, the KPM had merged with the 
SLIM to form the Sierra Leone Progressive Independence Movement 
(SLPIM) and this amalgamation in turn merged with the PNP to form 
a significantly broader movement, the PNP-Alliance. In 1959, Krio pol- 
itics also shifted when several UPP legislators, disgruntled with Rog- 
ers-Wright’s leadership, split off and formed the Independent Progressive 
People’s Party (IPP). 

‘The turmoil at the top led Milton in 1960 to perform one of his dip- 
lomatic juggling acts and persuade many to join a United National Front 
(UNF) which would arrange independence from Britain. Parties agreed 
to be led by Milton in exchange for a place at the London Constitutional 
Conference in April-May 1960 and a post in the SLPP cabinet. Agree- 
ment was reached in London and all bar Stevens signed the document 
which would lead to independence on 27 April 1961. Stevens, as a rep- 
resentative of PNP and in a foretaste of events to come, refused to sign, 
his purported reason being related to Sierra Leone’s defence arrangement 
with Britain. On returning home, Albert became Minister of Natural 
Resources and later Minister of Finance and Rogers-Wright of the UPP 
became Minister of Housing and Country Planning and later Minister 
of External Affairs. Posts also went to the new IPP but not to Stevens. 

Stevens returned to Sierra Leone earlier than the rest after surprising 
the Constitutional Conference with his refusal to sign, and rather oppor- 
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tunistically formed the Elections Before Independence Movement. He 
attracted Wallace-Johnson, educated PNP supporters who disliked the 
alliance with SLPP, and elements of the urban poor looking for a differ- 
ent political outlet. His success allowed him in September 1960 to form 
the All People’s Congress (APC), a new political party which would go 
on to threaten the SLPP as it had not been threatened before and become 
the other main party during fifty years of independence. Two months 
later the APC shocked the establishment by winning the elections to the 
Freetown City Council. While not exactly promoting socialism akin to 
that across the border in Guinea, Stevens’ rhetoric of greater opportuni- 
ties for all, a desire for a faster pace of change and a younger, more mil- 
itant brand of politics struck a chord in the urban setting of Freetown. 

Meanwhile, in 1961, the member parties of the UNF, including the 
PNP, agreed to dissolve their formal structures and merge into the 
SLPP. The APC unveiled its plans for a general strike and was then 
accused of aiming to wreck the independence celebrations with vio- 
lence. Milton panicked, declared a state of emergency and arrested forty- 
three APC members, including Stevens and Wallace-Johnson, a week 
before the event. They remained in jail for a month while the celebra- 
tions took place. Thus the future Prime Minister and President of Sierra 
Leone spent 27 April 1961, the most important day in Sierra Leonean 
history, behind bars. 

Despite APC protestations, the independence declaration and cele- 
brations went smoothly. At midnight at the start of 27 April 1961, the 
green, white and blue flag was unfurled to the crowds in Brookfields Play- 
ground in Freetown, and during the ensuing day the Duke of Kent, the 
Queen’s cousin, handed over the constitutional instruments to Sir Mil- 
ton Margai in the new Parliament building. The Duke stayed at Gov- 
ernment House which boasted a brand new wide paved avenue up from 
the Cotton Tree. The British Queen remained Head of State and the 
British Governor became the Governor-General, later replaced by a 
Sierra Leonean, the lawyer Sir Henry Lightfoot-Boston, after whom 
there is now named a central Freetown street. The Queen subsequently 
visited Sierra Leone to a reception by crowds on the streets during a tour 
of West Africa later that year. 

Notwithstanding the rather draconian state of emergency, the entire 
process of decolonisation appears at first glance to be largely free of com- 
plications. Broad agreement at the London Constitutional Conference 
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attended by all parties and a smooth transition of power from coloniser 
to colonised was what many hoped for. The anti-colonial disturbances of 
the Gold Coast (later Ghana) and Guinea, where strikes and boycotts 
had contributed to ousting the British early in 1957 in the former case 
and where the French had left taking with them everything portable— 
even light bulbs, it was reported—after a ‘no’ vote in the 1958 French 
Community referendum in the latter, were not a feature in Sierra Leone. 
‘The violence of Cameroon or Nyasaland (later Malawi) and the outright 
war footing in the settler colonies of Kenya and Rhodesia/Zimbabwe 
and the Portuguese African territories of Angola, Mozambique and 
Guinea-Bissau were unthinkable in this corner of West Africa. The Sierra 
Leonean process was more akin to that in Côte d'Ivoire, where the fran- 
cophile and conservative Félix Houphouét-Boigny had already served as 
a member of parliament and minister in Paris and resisted complete 
decolonisation for as long as possible, or in Nigeria, where intra-Nige- 
rian squabbling was of most importance, culminating in a very unsteady 
coalition to welcome in independence. Some structures of self-rule had 
been in place in Freetown for a decade and the civil service was staffed 
by a cadre of educated and experienced Sierra Leoneans, albeit mostly 
Krios. This was a far cry from the Belgian Congo where elections were 
very hastily organised to create the first Congolese political institution 
in 1959, the year before independence. The underpinning of the Sierra 
Leonean economy in primary products, largely from the mining sector, 
was a scenario repeated all over Africa and at least afforded a fiscal base 
to build on. Further, while education levels were still low in Sierra Leone, 
primary attendance figures were much better than in French colonies 
like Niger or Upper Volta (later Burkina Faso). Sierra Leone had voca- 
tional institutions and also a university college, which was one more than 
in the whole of French Africa. 

However, the relative serenity and levels of development disguised a 
series of problems.’ The economy was heavily reliant on the diamond sec- 
tor over which the government had only a tenuous hold. The chiefs 
retained considerable influence in this industry, as they did in the polit- 
ical system. Despite the formation of the UNF, elite politics fractured 
alarmingly, was pasted together and then fractured once more, all in the 
three years before independence. This was a taste of things to come. 
Whether through association or increasing need, Milton maintained 
extremely close relations with the chiefs and other ‘traditional’ bodies. 
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‘The chiefs, meanwhile, had consolidated their place in the system and 
some took the opportunity to abuse their position, leading in particular 
to widespread rioting in the mid-1950s by those aggrieved that the rec- 
iprocity underpinning chiefly obligations was breaking down. 

There was no anti-colonial violence, but there were simmering prob- 
lems. As the Krios were politically vanquished, the tensions were no lon- 
ger along Colony-Protectorate lines but were intra-Protectorate. In 
another auspicious sign, ethnic politicisation was yet to emerge—but its 
precursor was the battle line drawn between those who relied heavily on 
chiefly support and those who sought the votes of the people margin- 
alised by the same chiefs. This crucial battle continued through the 1960s 
until the SLPP method was finally adopted across the board. One might 
see these lines of mostly non-violent tension as healthy political disputes, 
but they also raised the spectre of limits to nationalist feeling. Elsewhere 
in Africa, in Ghana, Guinea, Tanzania, Zambia and Angola, parochial 
concerns often played havoc with even the most committed national- 
ists.” In Sierra Leone, the push for independence was rather muted and 
more parochial matters, such as chieftaincy and elite divides which soon 
led to ethnic politicisation, appeared to be more prominent concerns than 
Sierra Leonean nationalism and nation-building. 

‘The process of establishment of an independent Sierra Leonean state 
was a far cry from that experienced in the home countries of those who 
had come to colonise. In a relatively densely populated Europe, nation- 
states were often created in adversity. Threatened from outside, there was 
an urgent need to strengthen the centre, unify the population, collect 
taxes and demarcate and protect borders.” In Sierra Leone and much of 
Africa, the new states did not come about in the 1960s from outside 
threats but instead were imposed as an idea from outside. In one read- 
ing, these were ‘quasi-states’ with external recognition in the form of 
juridical sovereignty but little domestic legitimacy.” Despite rhetorical 
pronouncements, the imperatives to create a functioning central state 
with real penetrative power and authority, and indeed a cohesive nation, 
were thus not so immediate, and were subordinated to more disquieting 
shorter-term priorities of some sort of control and sub-national consid- 
erations.*° These were far from ideal circumstances in which to bring a 
new nation-state to birth. 

In a similar vein, the state-society model with its disconnections and 
divides described in Chapter 2 had also moved on, but this was to incor- 
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porate the key changes in Sierra Leonean leadership and mass elections. 
Similar to developments in other African colonies at the time and many 
African countries today, a dual system of ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ had 
emerged, survived and intertwined. Some saw the development of a ‘weak 
state’ and a ‘strong society’.*' The central governments, lacking legitimacy 
in the face of ‘traditional’ ties, encountered a decision on whether to mod- 
ernise or to rely on the ‘traditional’ for authenticity. The SLPP swung 
completely to the latter, creating a new indirect rule: a highly hierarchi- 
cal system reliant on ‘traditional’ authority on top of the paternalistic 
model developed under the British and the Krios. Now the key impera- 
tive was to foster Protectorate support, but the prior imperatives of con- 
trol had not gone away. In the process, the tensions in the substance of 
democratic transition and majoritarian rule were starkly revealed. The 
contradictions in the idea of a civic national politics versus ‘traditional’ 
or chiefly values of privilege and norms of patronage and strong local 
identities and concerns came rushing to the fore. 

In a reciprocal relationship similar to that between chiefs and people, 
and similar to the methods of the now departing colonial administra- 
tion, the Sierra Leone parties at the top end of the chain needed to keep 
the chiefs and ‘big mer on board by supplying them with resources and 
favours. A very hierarchical and societally underpinned patron-client sys- 
tem of central government legitimacy, thoroughly endorsed by the SLPP, 
was on the way to being firmly established. On the other hand, one might 
consider whether conservatism did not extend to outside relations, espe- 
cially when taking into account the deference shown by Krio society to 
Britain. One should ask, whatever one’s final conclusion, whether such 
deference did not affect many of the national elite, particularly consid- 
ering the rather modest nationalist movement, the sidelining of alterna- 
tive visions of how Sierra Leone might be governed, and indeed the 
welcome given to the return of the British in the 1990s and 2000s.” At 
the same time there are indications that national leaders, in particular 
Stevens, used the negotiations with outsiders quite successfully for domes- 
tic political gain. This would not be the last time that Stevens would 
adopt this strategy. There were those trying, for whatever reasons, to buck 
the conservative trends, but judging by some of the comments of Ste- 
vens and Albert Margai and the incarceration of Stevens, such a politi- 
cal project would be difficult to maintain even rhetorically. 
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DEMOCRACY AND COUPS, 1961-1968 


The declaration of independence was indeed momentous, but the ensu- 
ing years from 1961 to 1968 might easily be seen as the most crucial 
political period in Sierra Leonean history. Within this short stretch of 
time, the first leader of the SLPP and of Sierra Leone, Milton Margai, 
died and Albert Margai took his place. Regular elections were held and 
astonishingly, in 1967 the opposition APC emerged victorious, an event 
almost unprecedented in Africa at the time. Sierra Leone’s cleanest, fair- 
est and most straightforward elections occurred in the late 1950s and 
early to mid 1960s, viewed by some as a ‘model of democratic multiparty 
competition.’ Elections during this period were open and competitive. 
Although mostly within the elite, a wide ideological perspective was seen 
in political debate, public discussions, democratically organised non-gov- 
ernmental organisations and an active, critical and combative press.” The 
economy held up well and much seemed auspicious. However, problems 
relating to exactly how political support was generated, including the 
emergence of the political north-south ethno-regional divide, came to 
the fore. Equally worrying and certainly more eye-catching was the suc- 
cession of military coups and subsequent military regimes which began 
a matter of days after the 1967 elections and just moments after Stevens 
had been sworn in as prime minister. 

The ruling SLPP duly became the largest party in the first post-inde- 
pendence elections to the Parliament, the successor to the House of Rep- 
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resentatives, in 1962. All adult men and women were now allowed to 
vote. The SLPP was left just short of a majority when it took 28 of the 
62 non-chieftaincy seats. But there were other pertinent processes which 
significantly enhanced the SLPP position. Of the remaining non-chief- 
taincy seats, a large number, 14, went to independents. As was noted at 
the time, the idea of voting for an independent so that on winning he or 
she could side with the ultimate victors was a popular notion.* This makes 
clear sense in a political game predicated on winner-takes-all elections. 
In line with such thinking, 8 of 11 ‘independents’ had sided with the vic- 
tors in 1957, and once again 12 ‘independents’ subsequently sided with 
the SLPP in 1962. Further, despite the official non-partisan status of the 
Paramount Chiefs, it might be assumed that many, particularly in the 
South and East if not all, would support the ruling party for the same 
reasons as the independents. Thus the SLPP manufactured a good work- 
ing majority in Parliament. 

‘The elections, however, signalled a historic rupture in Protectorate pol- 
itics which would reverberate around Sierra Leonean politics into the 
current era. On the back of its Freetown City Council victory, the APC, 
led by Siaka Stevens, became the main opposition in Parliament. In an 
alliance with the SLPIM, the predominantly Kono party, the APC won 
twenty seats where it had previously held none. Taking 22.5 per cent of 
the nationwide vote of 663,674 compared with the SLPP’s 35 per cent, 
the APC-SLPIM alliance had hit the ground running. The UPP was 
consigned to history, winning just 0.25 per cent of the national vote. 

The APC’s populist appeal, based on Stevens’ anti-elitist rhetoric and 
his recent history of opposition to the conservative SLPP, significantly 
helped the party. The APC delivered overt appeals to the ‘common man’s 
class interest, regardless of tribe’ and, continuing his stance in the latter 
days of colonialism, Stevens’ trades-union credentials contrasted starkly 
with the SLPP’s pro-chief conservatism.* There is, however, no escaping 
the fact that the APC gained most of its seats in the Northern Province 
and the former Colony, now renamed the Western Area. APC successes 
came in 12 of the 18 Northern seats, alongside 4 out of 12 in the West- 
ern Area. Concentrated in just four hinterland districts, the APC won 
all 3 constituencies in Kambia, 3 out of 4 Bombali constituencies, like- 
wise in Tonkolili, and 3 out of 5 constituencies in Port Loko. These were 
districts involved in the tax riots in the mid-1950s and the results sug- 
gest anti-chief sentiment might have played an important role in the 
vote. They are also all Northern. 
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Indeed, the APC won with large majorities, two in Kambia of over 
3,000 and one in Bombali of nearly 3,000. The SLPP victories over the 
APC in Freetown were not nearly as convincing. The whitewash in Kono 
in the East, where all four constituencies went to the alliance, was attrib- 
utable almost entirely to the SLPIM. Majorities here reached nearly 
8,000 in Kono North and around 6,000, 4,000 and 3,000 in the other 
constituencies.’ The SLPIM, formed out of the KPM which was estab- 
lished in 1955, was easily the most successful deliberately localised move- 
ment in the hinterland, gaining support from the contradiction of central 
neglect and immense diamond wealth. The SPLIM had in the past used 
such radical terminology as ‘imperialist exploitation’, almost unknown 
in Sierra Leone, but it was still essentially a Kono party, in terms of geog- 
raphy and Kono ethnicity. Ethno-regional imperatives were beginning 
to clarify across the country. Although the SLPP could still claim to be 
a nationwide party, its power-base was now clearly focused in the South, 
in particular amongst the Mendes. 

‘The rise of politicised ethno-regionalism is certainly not limited to 
Sierra Leone or indeed Africa. Outside Africa, the politicisation of iden- 
tity is clear in far flung places such as Lebanon, India, Belgium and 
Northern Ireland. However, African ethno-regionalism has specific 
characteristics and the Sierra Leonean version its own peculiarities. The 
reification of ethnicity and reliance on chieftaincy for colonial control 
in Africa were juxtaposed with the arrival of a modern state system. 
Brought forward into the post-colonial era, the still highly relevant, 
albeit modified sub-national identities and ‘traditional’ authorities thus 
became key constituencies in the struggle for power in the independent 
state. Underpinning this struggle was the distribution of state resources. 
‘The state is simultaneously dominant, in terms of resources as there are 
no societal or business formations that even come close in institutional 
terms, and weak in that it is very difficult for it to impose its policies 
and presence on much of society. The colonial and then post-colonial 
states were superimposed on the reciprocal structures of pre-colonial 
polities. Those in posts in the state often owe their positions to others 
from their community and, in a reciprocal sense or in a sense of com- 
mon identity, are obligated to use their position for the benefit of their 
community—whether ethnic, village or family—not the ministry or 
department in which they work.’ Resource distribution along ethno- 
regional lines also becomes an efficient way of building constituencies 
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in a post-independence setting. Nation-building is thus as problematic 
as state-building and both are intertwined. 

‘The relative sharpness of the north-south divide seen in Sierra Leone 
is not replicated everywhere in Africa, although similar dominant bipo- 
lar divides can be seen in Ghana and Côte d'Ivoire. Here, we may con- 
sider it is the demographic environment, in particular the existence of 
two large ethnic groups, Mende and Temne, which lends itself to a rather 
rigid bipolar political division.* At the same time, Sierra Leone had no 
leader like Kwame Nkrumah, Sekou Touré or Julius Nyerere who would 
seek to forcefully build nationalism and eliminate parochial concerns 
such as ethnicity in the name of modernisation or socialism. It is rather 
instructive to note that the projects of even these leaders were very lim- 
ited in their successes, although arguably Nyerere provided a disparate 
Tanzania with a national political, if not economic, base from which to 
move forward. 

In many ways the growing ethno-regionalism can easily be seen in the 
bias in the distribution of posts at the top of politics. Some thought of 
the UNF as a convenient front for Mende dominance.’ The Margais were 
of course Mende and other top positions in the UNF had gone to Krios 
in the SLPP, UPP and IPP. Karefa-Smart was one of the few prominent 
northerners in the UNF and no ministerial positions were occupied by 
Konos. In these terms, the APC-SPLIM alliance makes more sense. The 
recent imbalances at the top built on the perceptions that the South had 
always been favoured. Note that the two early Protectorate Schools, Bo 
School and Harford School for Girls, were both situated in Mendeland 
and that in 1938, 80 per cent of Western-style Protectorate schools were 
similarly located. Missionaries preferred the less Islamicised South. Bo 
School took in sons and nominations of chiefs from all over the country 
but Mende students were in greater numbers. In addition to the educa- 
tional advantage, the railway lines extended largely to the South and East 
and perceptions of regional wealth disparities ensued. Prime Minister 
Milton Margai clearly recognised these disparities and did make efforts 
to achieve an ethno-regional balance in government.” In a typical Mil- 
ton manoeuvre, at once both co-opting and inclusive in intention, the 
1962 post-election cabinet contained seven Mendes, four Temnes, five 
Krios and one Sherbro." 

Elections, and the crucial importance of both numbers and resource 
distribution therein, bring ethno-regionalism into sharp relief. Cold War 
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era modernising thinkers told us that a level of economic, educational 
and class development is necessary for substantive democratisation to 
occur (and it is only with post-Cold War liberal thinking that the cart 
and the horse have been switched round and it is considered that democ- 
racy can deliver development). Prosperity and education thus allow the 
electorate an element of autonomy in choice and thinking, leading to a 
democracy based on policies rather than distribution on communal lines 
and allegiance to ‘traditional’ values and authorities. A class system, as 
opposed to an ethno-regional basis for society, indicates solidaristic groups 
which are fluid and vie for power on ideological grounds. These are highly 
contested ideas, but they are ideas that suggest a limit to the depth or, 
perhaps more accurately, the type of democratisation and hence elections 
that might occur, and to a large extent did ensue, in the Sierra Leonean 
conditions of the 1960s. Inevitably, these notions return in the re-democ- 
ratisation period in the 1990s and through to the current day. 

Equally noticeably, the conservative nature of the Milton-led SLPP 
hierarchy showed no signs of changing. Representation of chiefs in Dis- 
trict Councils was expanded in 1961 in order to nullify the threat of pro- 
gressive elements when electing Paramount Chiefs to the Parliament. 
Indeed, the newly elected Paramount Chief for Port Loko District in 
1962 had been heavily criticised in the Commission of Inquiry into the 
1955-56 riots, labelled by the Commissioner as displaying conduct 
‘unworthy of a Paramount Chief’. Chiefdom courts were given powers 
to control local party political activities and the Chiefdom Police Forces, 
which continue into the present day, were inaugurated between 1959 and 
1961. In the mid-1960s a major obstacle to the SLPP in Kono, Tamba 
Mbriwa, leader of SLPIM, was tried and convicted in a chiefdom court 
for conspiring against a Paramount Chief. While ethno-regionalism 
grew, the role of ‘tradition’ was systematically maintained. 

If state-building can be described as rapid and economic planning as 
largely state-led in immediate post-colonial Africa, then despite the con- 
servative nature of the SLPP government Sierra Leone was very much 
part of this drive, in line with contemporaneous global economic dis- 
course. Almost immediately, education and health facilities were expanded 
and a raft of new acts and state institutions came into being: the National 
Health Plan; the Development Act; Sierra Leone Investments Limited 
in 1961; the Bank of Sierra Leone in 1963; Njala Training College as a 
university in 1964; King Tom Power Station in 1965; the Opportunities 
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Industrialisation Centre in Bo; and the National Dance Troupe. The 
state-run Sierra Leone Produce Marketing Board (SLPMB) continued 
to be the official exporter of agricultural products. Financing the expan- 
sion was difficult in all African countries and Sierra Leone was fortunate 
when bauxite, an aluminium ore, and rutile, from which titanium is 
obtained, were added to its list of exportable minerals. The former is 
located in Moyamba District and the latter, one of the largest natural 
rutile deposits known in the world, in Moyamba and Bonthe Districts. 
Gross domestic product increased by nearly 5 per cent per annum in the 
first decade of independence and debts remained relatively small during 
this period. 

On the other hand, it might also be observed that Sierra Leone fell 
into the category of African states which were conservative and nomi- 
nally capitalist, like Kenya or Côte d'Ivoire, as opposed to transforma- 
tive and socialist, like Ghana and neighbouring Guinea, and that state 
expansion was of a more cautious variety. Nationalisation of foreign 
assets was never considered and the government made its intentions 
abundantly clear. The state did not then need to expand as much as else- 
where in order to manage a greater number of state-owned enterprises. 
Foreign investment was indeed welcomed with tax breaks and mining 
and farming remained in the private sector. Foreign policy was non- 
aligned but links to Britain were maintained and Sierra Leone remained 
firmly within the Commonwealth. 

Equally, it was often observed that the Sierra Leonean state had a 
sizeable educated cadre to draw on and the stabilising presence of expe- 
rienced, mostly Krio civil servants in testing political circumstances." 
In 1962, 70 per cent of 1,111 senior civil service positions were held by 
Krios. In the mid-1960s, 51 of 74 administrative officers were Krios.% 
‘The Krio class did indeed display some of the universalistic tendencies 
required of a modern meritocratic state, in that they tended to promote 
the independence of the judiciary, the neutrality of the civil service, a 
free press and free political competition. However, one might also 
observe a particularistic leaning in these defences as the Krios were 
endeavouring to protect the last bastions of their power in precisely 
these sectors. When threatened by encroachment, the independence of 
the judiciary might equally be an attempt to uphold the integrity of the 
state and to uphold Krio positions in a manner more recognisable in 
emerging hinterland politics.'® 
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‘The first juncture in independent Sierra Leonean politics arrived in 
April 1964 when the ailing Milton died in office. There were three long- 
standing SLPP members who were possibilities for succession: Musta- 
pha, who had on occasions acted as Prime Minister, the Minister of 
External Affairs Karefa-Smart, and Milton’s half-brother, Albert. It was 
the latter who ascended to the leadership. The difficulty with the succes- 
sion was that it was shot through with ethno-regional considerations. 
Mustapha was a Krio, but more important, Karefa-Smart was the North- 
ern choice and Northerners in the SLPP believed it was their turn. When 
Albert assumed power, there was considerable criticism from within the 
party. Four non-Mende ministers, including Mustapha and Karefa-Smart, 
were sacked, halving the number of Temnes and reducing Northerners 
in the cabinet by three; six Mendes, four Krios, one Sherbro and just two 
Temnes remained. The SLPP had shifted far further South overnight 
and Northern leaders subsequently drifted away to the APC. Other areas 
of the state were not spared the slide towards ethnic homogenisation. 
Africanisation of the military became an exercise in promoting Mendes 
in the army in order to reward supporters but also to shore up control of 
the security apparatus for Albert. British officers numbering fifteen in 
1964 were whittled down to just three by 1967, most being replaced by 
Mendes.” Under Albert, the number of Mendes rose from 26 per cent 
to 52 per cent of the officer corps.'* Brigadier David Lansana, another 
Mende and brother-in-law of Paramount Chief Gulama, was viewed by 
Milton as an ‘ill-educated incompetent’, but was selected to replace a 
British officer as Force Commander.” In a pattern noticeable up to the 
present day, supposedly apolitical civil service posts up to the top eche- 
lons were also handed to supporters, thus accelerating erosion of the inde- 
pendence of the civil service. 

At first glance, one might be forgiven for thinking that two of the 
more radical politicians of the late colonialism era, Albert Margai and 
Stevens, were now facing each other across the political divide and that 
radical policies might be the order of the day. In a small number of ways 
this was indeed the case. Albert was not like his half-brother; he was 
described variously as an innovator, acquisitive, robust and having an 
imposing personality, all traits that would not immediately be assigned 
to Milton.” Albert had showed in the past his dislike of the SLPP reli- 
ance on the chiefs. More state-led and mostly state-owned enterprises 
such as large plantations, a cement factory, an oil refinery and the Cape 
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Sierra Hotel in the very west of Freetown were constructed. Diplomatic 
relations with the Soviet Union and socialist Guinea were strengthened, 
the latter sharing a mutual assistance agreement against internal subver- 
sion which was invoked by Albert after an alleged coup attempt in early 
1967. On the other side of the house, the APC hectored the SLPP for 
being beholden to the elite. In the APC party newspaper, We Yone, Ibra- 
him Taqi insisted that the APC was ‘a party of the masses’, guided by 
socialism, and did not command ‘the financial resources of the SLPP nor 
the patronage of the chiefs.” 

However, even if the APC could benefit from these pronouncements 
in opposition, the populist and mildly leftist leanings of Albert were 
greatly circumscribed by his party and the political environment. Fur- 
ther to the promotion of Southerners in the military and civil service, 
Albert embarked on a series of actions to shore up his power. Not hav- 
ing the kudos of an independence leader or the stature of Milton, many 
saw Albert as a step down in leadership quality. He was equally shorn 
of support in the important areas that the dismissed cabinet members 
represented. His response was to attempt to legislate and administrate 
his way out of trouble. Within the SLPP, a top to bottom reorganisa- 
tion and the establishment of a party headquarters and party press made 
many grandees fear a centralisation of power. Women were appointed 
Mammy Queens and charged with rallying support amongst other 
women for the party. Outside the party, Albert increased the size of the 
Freetown City Council, an action that subsequently backfired when the 
APC won eleven seats against the seven won by the SLPP. His confi- 
dence in winning such elections was partly derived from his instruc- 
tions to the Sierra Leone Broadcasting Service (SLBS) not to give the 
APC airtime and the passing of a bill that made Parliament seats vacant 
if their holders were absent for thirty days. In 1965, four APC MPs 
jailed for unlawful assembly were thus unseated. In a particularly con- 
servative move, another bill gave chiefs extraordinary powers of assem- 
bly and instructions went out to chiefs to make life more difficult for 
the APC in the countryside, a far cry from the actions of Albert’s friend 
Sekou Touré, who had by this time, officially at least, abolished chief- 
taincy in Guinea. At least one chief was successfully removed in Sierra 
Leone for not aiding an SLPP electoral candidate. 

Albert, though, will always be primarily known as the first leader who 
tried to introduce the one-party state and the first leader to lose at the 
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ballot box. These two events are not unrelated, but neither is considered 
particularly inspiring in Sierra Leonean history, although it has been sug- 
gested that Albert was not a great advocate of the one-party state and 
was persuaded by others.” In 1966, in a move not out of step with other 
events in Africa and the wider world, he tried but failed to introduce 
one-party legislation. Various rationales for introducing one-party rule— 
from the urgent need to strengthen the state and focus political and eco- 
nomic efforts to the equally urgent need for nation-building which was 
viewed by proponents as unlikely to emerge from divisive democratic 
politics—became popular around this time.” Indeed, Sierra Leone finally 
became a one-party state in 1977, under the leadership of Stevens, who 
in 1966 vehemently opposed the notion. He was not, however, the only 
one in opposition to the proposal, as the rest of the APC and the Krio 
bastions of the judiciary and academia were also firmly against. Albert 
had sought to emulate Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana and some contrasted 
Ghana’s apparent one-party success with turmoil in Nigeria, but when 
Nkrumah was toppled in a military coup and public disapproval in Sierra 
Leone rose, the idea was dropped. 

The 1967 elections, however, were the foremost political disaster for 
Albert. Although this was a momentous occasion, being the first victory 
for a West African opposition party through the ballot box, in many ways 
the events of 1967 set Sierra Leone on an extremely difficult course. 
Albert’s attempt and failure to introduce the one-party state, and indeed 
at one point a presidential republic, was one part of the defeat, but there 
were many other components. One might first note economic matters. 
‘The largely state-owned plantations and industries were hastily planned 
and proved to be uneconomical. The SPLMB, with substantial reserves 
at independence, encountered such financial difficulties that it could no 
longer pay farmers and produce was smuggled abroad. Sierra Leone, pre- 
viously a rice exporter, became a rice importer. The loans and contracts 
for building were on unfavourable terms and the government was forced 
to ask for a US$7.5million IMF loan at the end of 1966.” In the haste 
and expansion, corruption took hold. One might rightly argue that cor- 
ruption was part and parcel of the patron-client system of politics, but it 
was the scale of the diversion of resources under Albert that was partic- 
ularly noticeable. A symptom of the malaise was the relatively small issue 
of customs duty waived on the Prime Minister’s Cadillac car, which was 
made into serious electoral point-scoring.”* 
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Underhand tactics emerged. A bill was pushed through to increase 
election candidates’ deposits by 150 per cent, clearly benefiting the 
incumbent, and six SLPP candidates, including the Prime Minister, 
were to run unopposed as the opposition candidates had been disbarred 
for rather frivolous reasons, such as misspellings or omitted initials.” 
‘The alleged coup plot of February 1967 might be seen as a sign of des- 
peration on the part of the military or on the part of Albert. If it was 
actually plotted, those who were imprisoned, led by the Northern Dep- 
uty Force Commander, John Bangura, and including several senior offi- 
cers of Northern extraction, clearly saw which way the armed forces 
were heading under Lansana. If it was not plotted, which many alleged, 
then it was designed as a political weapon to use against the opposi- 
tion, further stripped the armed forces of Northern and Krio officers, 
and was thus another sign of a state of anxiety in government. No tri- 
als were ever held to test these waters. 

Key to all of the above is the paramount importance of the hardening 
ethno-regional divide. Politically, the sidelining of Karefa-Smart and the 
skewed appointments to positions in government and the military were 
further alienating Northerners. The Chief Electoral Commissioner, a 
Northerner, was replaced by an SLPP sympathiser and an ally, Gershon 
Collier, became Acting Chief Justice. Given the necessity of having a 
representative in government or the state to ensure that parochial needs 
were catered for, Albert can be seen to have pandered to some while alien- 
ating others. However, in a society so finely balanced demographically 
as Sierra Leone, one cannot be seen to shift too far to one region. Equally, 
given the fine balance, other more minor factors assume a level of impor- 
tance that one might not first consider crucial. Hence, the attempt at 
introducing the one-party state and the stories such as those surround- 
ing the coup and the Cadillac took on greater weight. 

At the same time the APC was ready for this election in a way that 
the SLPP was not. The APC had organisation and embarked on ‘exhaus- 
tive campaign sweeps throughout the country’.’’ It had a leader in Ste- 
vens who was charismatic and charming. It also had a solid base of 
support in the North and to some extent in the West, and an anti-elit- 
ist ideology of sorts which maintained some traction. Indeed, the SLPP 
attempts to control the chiefs, particularly in the North, was far from 
universally successful. One chief indicated in Krio that he was ‘SLPP 
na face, APC na hear? a foretaste of ‘watermelon politics —SLPP green 
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on the outside, APC red on the inside—which was to emerge in later 
decades.” Where the SLPP was successful, it forced the APC into 
emphasising its anti-elitist stance, which played well amongst other vot- 
ers. Further, though, Albert’s rather autocratic style of leadership, par- 
ticularly in comparison with his predecessor, alienated even those within 
his own party. By the time of the elections, the SLPP was a divided 
party. It was also not convincing in its organisation. Despite efforts to 
secure as many unopposed seats as possible, it achieved just six. In 
another foretaste of elections to come right through to the present day, 
extra ballots were made available for incumbent supporters. However, 
on some occasions not enough were handed out to make a difference, 
and they were distributed in such an uncontrolled manner that some 
found their way into APC hands.” 

In this environment, Albert and the SLPP were launched into the 
1967 elections. The results were extremely close. Voting took place on 17 
March for the non-chieftaincy seats and four days later for the Para- 
mount Chiefs, a timing which was to have extraordinary consequences 
for the final outcome. In an expanded Parliament containing 66 non- 
chieftaincy seats, the APC emerged as the largest party with 32 seats. 
The SLPP, however, were close behind with 28 seats and the 6 indepen- 
dents thus held the balance of power. The APC took 44 per cent of the 
647,581 valid votes cast against 36 per cent for the SLPP and 20 per cent 
for independents. The APC won all bar one seat in the North, all bar one 
uncontested seat in the West and one, Moyamba West, which abuts the 
Western Area but is in the South. The SLPP won most seats in the South 
and in Kenema District in the East, all seats in Kailahun District again 
in the East, and one in Koinadugu District in the North. A state of emer- 
gency was declared in Kono District when disturbances erupted over 
suspected irregularities. Kono was split, the APC finally taking two con- 
stituencies and the SLPP three. 

Crucially, all the independent victories occurred in the South and East 
and it was assumed by some that these winners would side with the SLPP, 
thus creating a majority out of a minority. Quite the reverse occurred, 
but for several days the results were portrayed as even closer than they 
actually were by deliberately including some of the independents in the 
SLPP total. Interim results were broadcast always with SLPP leading 
until the morning of 21 March, at which point the Sierra Leone Broad- 
casting Service announced that SLPP had 32 seats, APC had 31 and 
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independents 2, with the Moyamba West result inexplicably held back. 
Superficially, it was a dead heat, but Albert had burned his bridges with 
at least four of the former SLPP independents. As 21 March wore on, 
they came out against him, though not necessarily against the SLPP if 
there was a new leader, and effectively placed their support behind the 
leading party, the APC, writing to that effect to Governor-General Light- 
foot-Boston.*° One further independent wrote asserting his indepen- 
dence. The SLPP electoral coup had failed. Having already unsuccessfully 
attempted to persuade the leaders to form a coalition government, Light- 
foot-Boston announced on the same day that in the late afternoon he 
would appoint Stevens as Prime Minister. He did not consider it neces- 
sary to wait for the results of the Paramount Chief elections which were 
also taking place on that day. 

It is an indication of the confusion in the dual system of rule—the 
modern state and the chieftaincies—that it was not clear whether gen- 
eral elections results could legally be announced before the Paramount 
Chiefs had been elected. Paramount Chiefs are not allowed to campaign 
under party banners and so, as elders, are expected to be above party com- 
petition and support the government elected with the wider mandate. In 
many ways they do support the government, if only because the govern- 
ment is the fount of many resources for their chieftaincy and because 
they also do not want to face the possibility of being deposed for oppos- 
ing central authority, a tool that colonial and post-colonial governments 
have found to be very useful, although problematic. Paramount Chiefs 
may well support the ruling party most often, but whether this can be 
assumed is another matter. Exactly these issues had been discussed prior 
to the elections between the Secretary General of the APC, the Attor- 
ney-General and the Governor-General of Sierra Leone. The decision 
from the latter two officials was that the Governor-General should, in 
line with the Constitution and the precedents of 1962 and 1964, deter- 
mine which person was likely to command the support of the majority 
of the Parliament, but also that Paramount Chiefs should be taken into 
account as members who were free to opt for the party of their choice.*! 

It is thus clear that Lightfoot-Boston could and did use his judgement 
to calculate the likelihood of support for Stevens, but not whether he 
should have waited for the Paramount Chief elections. It is undoubtedly 
clearer that Brigadier Lansana’s reasons for having Lightfoot-Boston, 
Stevens and other cabinet members arrested at State House minutes after 
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Stevens had been sworn in on 21 March were not entirely based on his 
stated justifications: to protect the constitution and maintain law and 
order. After seizing power in this strikingly easy fashion, Lansana made 
much of the ‘unconstitutional’ manner in which Lightfoot-Boston had 
appointed Stevens as Prime Minister. He repeated the fanciful notion 
that the parties were level at 32 seats each and noted that the results of 
the Paramount Chief elections were still awaited. Just two hours later, 
these results began to be announced and 10 of the 12 Paramount Chiefs 
duly declared their allegiance to the SLPP.” During the following two 
days, Lansana went on to also decry political tribalism and its potential 
effect on stability. However, Lansana’s other reason for what can only be 
described as a drastic and disproportionate course of action—when other 
courses, for example through Parliament, were available—must then be 
considered: his desire to return Albert, to whom he owed his own job, to 
the prime minister’s office. As a footnote, the arresting officer was Lieu- 
tenant Sam Hinga Norman, who would later play a significant role in 
the civil war and its aftermath. 

Indeed, the main motive given for the second coup less than 48 hours 
after the first was that Lansana was about to impose Albert as Prime 
Minister. Major Charles Blake announced on 23 March that Lansana 
had been deposed. The Dove-Edwin Commission investigation into the 
elections came to similar conclusions later that year. It is generally under- 
stood that elements of the SLPP supported the first coup, especially given 
the connections between Lansana, Albert and Paramount Chief Gulama, 
and that SLPP consultations with the armed forces had intensified in 
the immediate post-election period, including the presence of top-level 
SLPP members in Lansana’s private residence. Indeed, the military build 
up in Freetown commanded by Mende officers had been visible since the 
day after election day.” However, political tribalism in general and the 
economy were also put forward by Blake as key concerns, and he further 
announced that a national government representative of all the country 
would be established and that as an interim measure a National Refor- 
mation Council (NRC) would be formed. Heading the NRC were its 
Chairman Lieutenant-Colonel Andrew Juxon-Smith, a long-time oppo- 
nent of Lansana, and its Deputy Chairman, the Commissioner of Police 
William Leigh. Making up the rest of the Council was a group of army 
and police officers, including Blake. The constitution was duly suspended, 
political parties officially dissolved and all political activity prohibited. 
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Lightfoot-Boston was put under house arrest and then given six months 
leave. On taking up the chairmanship, Juxon-Smith gave what he 
described as a ‘funeral oration for tribalism, pointed at the ‘demoniac and 
hydra-headed monster’ of bribery, corruption and nepotism, and force- 
fully outlined the necessity and seriousness of martial law. At the same 
time, he extolled the virtues of the Paramount Chiefs whose prestige was 
to be enhanced as the natural rulers of the country.** Thus, whether or 
not we take the justifications of Blake and Juxon-Smith seriously, they 
were clearly no closer to addressing the complex and often debilitating 
political relationships within Sierra Leone. 

‘This was not, though, an unusual course of events in Africa at the time. 
The number of military coups d'état in Africa was rising through the 
1960s and some felt that the acute problems of nation- and state-build- 
ing demanded such interventions. In line with thinking on one-party 
states, it was articulated in many different circles that democracy was a 
luxury that African states could ill afford. Equally, the military was seen 
as organised, educated and holding the well-being of the country as its 
core principle. Its allegiance was to the state, not to the particularistic 
constituencies of political parties. Reasons for intervening were often 
given as the need to redeem, reconcile and unify the country and in the 
process eliminate corruption and resurrect the economy. Clearly, some 
such as Lansana were not as serious in their stated aims and were driven 
more by particularistic motives, but others were more serious. Some, for 
instance Flight-Lieutenant Jerry Rawlings in Ghana, had a degree of 
success in accomplishing their aims, while others such as General Igna- 
tius Acheampong, one of Rawlings’ predecessors, significantly worsened 
the situation. Difficulties within the armed forces, in particular ethnic 
division or deliberate homogenisation, often played a part in the build- 
up to coups also, which can be seen in the Sierra Leonean case. In many 
ways, the armed forces intervened because they could; African states were 
and are concentrated primarily in the capital and thus relatively easy tar- 
gets for those with the guns and the will. Much of the above, however, 
points less towards military capabilities or solutions and much more to 
the contradictions and structural problems of the state. The state is indeed 
weak and prone, but coups are also rooted in state-society relations which 
restrict the state from functioning in the way it is envisioned; hence the 
often declared need for redemption, reconciliation, unity and anti-cor- 
ruption drives.” Most important, it quickly became clear that the adverse 
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repercussions of the coups in Sierra Leone were easily going to outweigh 
any advantages. 

Initially, however, the NRC set about its tasks with gusto. Ministers 
and their deputies were ordered to return government cars and vacate 
state housing. Juxon-Smith reduced the fourteen government ministries 
to nine departments and took over the Finance Department himself. The 
Forster Commission investigation into assets declared that SLPP min- 
isters and civil servants must pay back thousands of ill-gotten leones. The 
conclusions of the Beoku-Betts Commission of Inquiry into the Sierra 
Leone Produce Marketing Board were to reappear in the 1996 elections 
in the form of an unflattering account of Ahmad Tejan Kabbah’s civil 
service record. The Dove-Edwin Commission inquired into the conduct 
of the 1967 elections. The Commission was tainted to some extent when 
it became known that Justice Dove-Edwin had been one of those per- 
suading Lightfoot-Boston to appoint Stevens quickly, but its conclusions 
pointed to irregular SLPP electoral practices, the legitimacy of the APC 
victory and the validity of Stevens’ appointment. Unpopular austerity 
measures were brought in, including a reduced budget, the cessation of 
uneconomic state projects, retrenchment of workers and higher taxes on 
income and diamond dealers. 

While the austerity measures made the NRC resented at home, it was 
also increasingly nervous of the plans filtering across the border from 
Guinea where the APC languished in exile. Stevens and the former Force 
Deputy Commander Colonel Bangura were resident there with Sekou 
Touré’s knowledge and the training of guerrillas to reinstate them in 
Freetown had commenced. In the meantime, a third coup rocked the 
country. One further reason for coups in Africa internal to armed forces 
has involved disgruntlement over pay and conditions. The ‘Sergeants’ 
Revolt’ of 17 April 1968 encompassed such complaints as part of its jus- 
tification, although the conspirators were mostly Northern. Demonstrat- 
ing further the fragility of power at that time and the severe schisms 
within the armed forces, a faction led by Warrant Officer Patrick Con- 
teh and Private Morlai Kamara overthrew the NRC, imprisoned the offi- 
cers and formed the Anti-Corruption Revolutionary Movement. A 
National Interim Council was formed to oversee a return to civilian rule. 
Colonel Bangura returned from exile to head the junta and Lightfoot- 
Boston was recalled from leave. When he did not take up the offer, Jus- 
tice Banja Tejan-Sie was made (initially Acting) Governor-General. 


61 


SIERRA LEONE: A POLITICAL HISTORY 


Events moved fast and Tejan-Sie invited the electoral victors for con- 
sultation on 26 April 1968. Stevens was re-appointed Prime Minister 
with the new SLPP leader Salia Jusu-Sheriff as Deputy. A national coali- 
tion was proposed with cabinet posts shared between the APC, the SLPP, 
independents and Paramount Chiefs, but typically Stevens had other 
ideas and swiftly took control of the levers of power. It was, though, the 
longer process of taking real control which proved to be the making of 
Prime Minister and later President Stevens. He was appointed Prime 
Minister in extraordinarily difficult circumstances: Stevens was faced 
with the same problems of weak and barely legitimate administration, 
troublesome elections, the urban-rural/‘traditional’-‘modern divide and 
assertive sub-national identities with which the Margais had grappled, 
but crucially with a significantly less certain power base. 

First, the election was won by only a slim majority, particularly if the 
uncertain allegiances of the Southern-based independents who removed 
their support from the SLPP in 1967 are taken into account. Second, 
Stevens’ support was heavily concentrated in the North and West with 
very little to show in the South and not much more in the East. Third, 
his party’s ideological stance against chiefly influence, although now 
watered down, meant there was a key problem in ensuring compliance 
and support in the countryside, particularly of course in the South and 
East. Fourth, Stevens could not trust the armed forces. There was a Mende 
bias in the officer corps and the armed forces had shown they were riven 
with often ethno-regional divisions. Most important, soldiers and offi- 
cers of all ranks had shown that power could be taken, and taken rela- 
tively easily. While most African states are indeed concentrated in the 
capital, Freetown’s Wilberforce Barracks is almost in the backyard of the 
SLBS and the leaders’ residences. His legitimacy as Prime Minister was 
clearly threatened from many angles. Thus, it was Stevens’ responses to 
these multiple and seemingly intractable problems that enabled him to 
remain in office for far longer than might be expected and mapped out 
the course of Sierra Leone up to the current day. These responses were 
at the same time not utterly untypical of the times and yet also some- 
what idiosyncratic to Stevens. 
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VIOLENCE, PATRONAGE AND THE ONE-PARTY STATE, 
1968-1991 


The APC and Siaka Stevens finally emerged front stage on 26 April 1968. 
‘They were immediately faced with a raft of potentially terminal prob- 
lems including, in no particular order, the inherited weak state, the econ- 
omy with its over-reliance on diamonds, debt, corruption, politicised 
armed forces with a taste for power, a marginal electoral mandate inor- 
dinately skewed towards the North, a much more divided nation along 
the north-south axis, and an ambivalent relationship with the power in 
the countryside, the chiefs. They did, however, hold a few advantages: 
they had some electoral legitimacy, they would most likely have a hon- 
eymoon period as a new party in power, and they had a convincing party 
machine and a popular, charismatic leader. The APC used these advan- 
tages but would be far more wide-ranging in its strategies to hold on to 
power, particularly as less expected and somewhat self-inflicted problems 
emerged. Indeed, Stevens’ particular blend of personality, patronage and 
persecution was to leave a vast and long lasting legacy. 

The most immediate threats, however, were presented by the armed 
forces. Evidence emerging from across Africa, particularly in the nearby 
West African states of Ghana, Nigeria and Dahomey (later Benin), and 
indeed in Sierra Leone itself, indicated that coups were likely and that 
one coup often led to others. Alongside party political, parochial and 
sometimes internal military reasons, elements within African militaries 
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often saw themselves, and to some extent still do if one considers the 
publicised justifications of recent coups in Guinea and Mali, as defend- 
ers of the nation. Stevens could easily be a repeat victim of any of these 
rationales, most of which had emerged during the 1967—68 coups and 
attempted coups, and so took urgent and immediate remedial action. At 
the top, Colonel Bangura was made Force Commander in May 1969. 
He had been arrested by Albert Margai’s government on suspicion of a 
coup plot in early 1967, had spent time in exile in Guinea with Stevens 
assembling a guerrilla unit, and was one of just two officers out of prison 
and still in the army after the April 1968 coup. His appointment, how- 
ever, did not stop several coup plot rumours and attempted coups against 
the APC regime emerging from various quarters. Indeed, the 1971 mil- 
itary coup, led by Bangura himself, came close to seizing control. 

Whilst many imprisoned officers were released during the first year, 
a select few were put on trial. The former coup-plotters and junta offi- 
cials Lansana, Blake, Leigh, Hinga Norman and Juxon-Smith were in 
the latter group of which an example would be made. A new officer 
corps was constructed by pensioning off Mende officers. Within eigh- 
teen months, there remained just one Mende among the ten most senior 
army officers and Mendes were reduced to just 32 per cent of the total 
number of officers, a huge turnaround from the SLPP years.’ At the 
same time, Stevens extended a carrot to the armed forces in the form 
of a substantial increase in military spending. The army, rather than the 
police, was then put to work to quell disturbances during two declara- 
tions of a state of emergency. The first was declared following clashes 
during by-elections in the south and east. The second was altogether 
more troublesome for Stevens. 

‘The emergence of a new and potent political party in October 1970 
presented a clear threat to Stevens. Most important, the United Demo- 
cratic Party (UDP) was headed by former APC ministers and North- 
erners, particularly Temnes. In the week before its official formation, 
there had been clashes between APC partisans and supporters of the 
new group, following which the second state of emergency was declared. 
The UDP lasted eighteen days before it was banned and its leaders 
arrested. The further problem for Stevens, however, lay in his use of the 
army to make the arrests, which opened the military to division on APC- 
UDP lines. Stevens began the dismissals of some suspected UDP sup- 
porters in the armed forces and refused to lift the ban on the party. On 
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23 March 1971, Bangura launched his coup. Gun fights around Stevens’ 
home and office, from which he escaped, were followed by Bangura’s 
announcement on state radio that he had taken control. His ‘tenure’, 
however, lasted a mere few hours. Fortunately for Stevens, the coup was 
put down by loyalists in the army led by Lieutenant-Colonel Sam King. 
Stevens’ swift responses in the aftermath were first to sign a new defence 
pact with the Guinean President Sekou Touré whereby Guinean troops 
arrived in the capital just six days after the coup attempt—they remained 
until 1973—and second, in a show of intent, to have Bangura and three 
of his co-conspirators swiftly executed. This coup was the first signifi- 
cant appearance of the future RUF leader, Foday Sankoh, who was impris- 
oned for failing to inform the authorities of the coup attempt. Finally, 
he appointed the future president, a Limba, Colonel Joseph Saidu 
Momoh, as Force Commander. 

Over the ensuing decades of APC rule, the armed forces were fur- 
ther Northernised, the top brass kept firmly within the patron-client 
network and the army emasculated. The army and police were kept com- 
fortable by quotas of low-priced rice and access to the spoils of elabo- 
rate pre-financed contracts. The heads of the forces were appointed to 
Parliament and the cabinet after the attempted coups. Although some 
officers remained committed to their duty, recruitment was often made 
by the ‘card system’ which allowed politicians to guarantee a person’s 
entry to the military.” The army became widely known as ‘One Bullet’ 
owing to its lack of equipment. Serious domestic security problems were 
dealt with from 1979 by the armed Special Security Division (SSD, or 
‘Siaka Stevens’ Dogs’ in common parlance), which began life as the 
Internal Security Unit (ISU, or again alternatively, ‘I Shoot U’) in 1971- 
72. The ISU was part Cuban- and part Israeli- and British-trained and 
both ISU and SSD effectively acted as an APC militia.’ Its absorption 
into the police force did not mean that it was not answerable at all times 
directly to Stevens.‘ 

If Stevens’ troubles with the army were not enough, then the political 
issue of the UDP compounded his problems in the early years. The UDP 
comprised several former APC big guns including Karefa-Smart, newly 
returned to the country from a post at the UN, the former Minister of 
Finance Mohamed Sorie Forna, the former Minister of Information 
Ibrahim Taqi and the former Minister of Development Mohamed Bash- 
Taqi. In his letter of resignation, Forna accused Stevens of ‘megaloma- 
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niac syndrome’ and of seeking to impose an executive presidency on Sierra 
Leone, and Taqi was dismissed for criticism of corruption within the 
party.’ Importantly, most UDP leaders, including the four above, were 
Temne, from the ethnic backbone of the APC. After the arrests, some 
UDP leaders were released in February 1971, but Karefa-Smart fled to 
Geneva in March and the UDP was no more. Forna and Taqi, however, 
were still perceived as a threat and detained until July 1973. Then, in a 
largely stage-managed trial and despite evidence to the contrary, both 
were implicated, alongside Juxon-Smith, Lansana and several others, in 
an alleged attempted coup in July 1974. Indeed, there had been an explo- 
sion of some derivation at the house of the Minister of Finance, later 
Vice President, Christian Kamara-Taylor, on the night in question. All, 
in any case were convicted of treason and hanged in July 1975.° 

Another key area of concern for Stevens was the other older opposi- 
tion party, the SLPP. As noted above, by-elections were called in 1968 
after SLPP MPs were unseated by successful election petitions. Violence 
had not been entirely absent in earlier elections, what was new was the 
scale and frequency of the new inter-party violence which commenced 
in 1968 and returned to haunt each Sierra Leonean electoral campaign 
right up to the current day. It is perhaps a measure of Stevens’ uncer- 
tainty over his power that he resorted to violence so quickly. It is also key 
that the by-elections were in SLPP territory and that any APC victory 
would shore up the precarious numbers in Parliament. Equally, though, 
the SLPP seemed quite willing to counter violence with violence. How- 
ever, more by-elections were held in 1972, in which the SLPP was pre- 
vented from even nominating candidates in what were its strongholds. 

Multi-party nationwide polls were held in 1973. Following on from 
the 1972 by-elections, these polls were a far cry from the open national 
processes of the 1960s. At the close of nominations, 46 APC candidates 
for a Parliament further expanded to 85 seats stood unopposed, thus 
guaranteeing a majority.’ Then, after harassment and beating of party 
candidates and the attempted assassination of its leader, Salia Jusu-Sher- 
iff, the SLPP withdrew altogether, allowing the APC to sweep the board. 
A few independents gained seats but the APC took almost complete 
control of the government at the expense of the legitimacy of the elec- 
tions. The cabinet announced after the elections demonstrated from where 
the APC took its strength: ten Temnes and two Limbas constituted half 
of the cabinet, the numbers being made up by five Krios, four from smaller 
ethnic groups, and just three Mendes.’ 
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Four years later, after violent confrontations between demonstrating 
students, first at Fourah Bay College and later in schools, and APC mil- 
itants, early national elections were announced and the SLPP felt more 
able to compete. Despite widespread violence and intimidation and 12 
out of 21 Southern seats being declared unopposed for the APC, the 
SLPP re-emerged as a semi-viable opposition party, with 15 seats. The 
incumbents took four of the Southern seats and 11 of the contested elec- 
tions, but the SLPP showed it was still a force in its strongholds, taking 
9 seats in the Eastern Province, 5 in the Southern Province and 1 in the 
Western Area; 29 of the 32 Northern seats were declared unopposed for 
the APC, and the final 3 were won in contested elections.’ The ethno- 
regional division line clearly remained but the contest was far from fair. 

Probably concerned by the SLPP’s electoral performance in 1977 and 
a number of outstanding electoral petitions against leading APC mem- 
bers, including the two Vice Presidents, Stevens called for a referendum 
on the establishment of a one-party state. Official reasons given were 
similar to those put forward in 1966 by Albert Margai and various other 
contemporaneous African leaders, namely unity and efficiency, but a fur- 
ther reason—as a panacea for the escalating political violence—was also, 
rather scurrilously, proffered. Stevens argued that the Mende tradition 
of ‘hanging heads’ was a Sierra Leonean version of African consensual 
politics and a solution to violence and so justified the one-party state."° 
The result of the referendum was duly reported as a very suspect 95 per 
cent vote in favour. Stevens announced his responsiveness to ‘public 
demands’ and, having already turned Sierra Leone into a republic and 
made himself President and Sorie Ibrahim Koroma Prime Minister and 
Vice President in 1971, he created a one-party state in 1978. The SLPP 
was not to return to national political life until the 1990s, although some 
SLPP politicians felt the need to join the APC in order to remain in 
their profession. The Parliament was thus finally emasculated and any 
pretence that it held the legislative power and influence it had in the 
1960s vis-a-vis the executive was removed. Parliament sat on just twenty- 
nine days in 1982." 

‘The introduction of the one-party state did not diminish electoral vio- 
lence, intimidation and irregularities, which in some areas actually became 
worse. Ethnic violence in Koinadugu District, stirred by political inter- 
ference at a national level, was a disturbing development in the one-party 
elections held in 1982. Competition shifted from the national to the 
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chiefdom level, thereby continuing or even exacerbating the violence.” 
Many standing MPs did their level best to limit opposition within the 
party, for instance passing legislation making it difficult for civil servants, 
teachers and lecturers to stand. There was, however, considerable com- 
petition between candidates. Despite the absence of political parties, it 
has been recognised that the more effective one-party states, such as Tan- 
zania and Côte d'Ivoire, administered competitive elections in the sense 
that the government or the electorate could use these occasions to shuf- 
fle those in the top seats at central and/or local level. This could be argued 
to some extent for Sierra Leone, as one-party elections held some con- 
sequences for candidates and government. In 1982, 52 per cent of MPs 
and 17 per cent of ministers (a total of 4 out of 24, of which 14 were 
returned unopposed) were ousted from Parliament.’ If the man at the 
top could not be displaced, then many of his supporters could. These shuf- 
fles of the pack, however, could not be described as oppositional politics, 
and made little difference to the general trend of government actions. 

In 1985, the Force Commander Major-General Momoh became a 
surprise choice by the octogenarian Stevens to replace him as leader, 
bypassing the two Vice Presidents, Koroma and Kamara-Taylor. Seem- 
ingly, Stevens did not trust either of his deputies to secure his retirement, 
or perhaps did not see either as a strong leader.'* Koroma had also suf- 
fered debilitating injuries in a car crash. Once selected by the party, 
Momoh stood in a presidential election in which there was only one can- 
didate, but before which he embarked on a tour of the country meeting 
people, listening to complaints and making promises. A much-improved 
parliamentary poll in 1986, a year early, marked the first one-party elec- 
tions under Momoh, who appeared eager to quieten the violence and 
remove some of the previous inequities. A cabinet minister and two min- 
isters of state were disqualified for use of violence. Boundaries were 
redrawn in order to avoid ethnic conflict, particularly in Koinadugu Dis- 
trict. In the elections, 90 per cent of seats were contested and the num- 
ber of allowed candidates for a seat was increased from three to five. 
Indeed, 30 per cent of MPs and 33 per cent of ministers (a total of 5 out 
of 15 of which 5 were returned unopposed) lost their seats; only 49 of 
105 MPs in the new parliament were incumbents.” It would seem that 
Momoh had reversed some of the electoral trends under Stevens and had 
at least partly succeeded in his task of creating credible one-party elec- 
tions, but the 1986 polls were to be the last for ten years. 
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Outside the armed forces and official party politics, Stevens and 
Momoh also faced significant societal pressure, in particular from two 
very dissimilar sources: students and chiefs. As a general first line of 
attack, Stevens endeavoured to co-opt or replace those who would stand 
in his way. Opposition was often substantially weakened by the co-opta- 
tion or exclusion of various heads of, for instance, unions, professional 
organisations, agricultural associations and university departments and 
colleges. The head of the Sierra Leone Labour Congress and the teach- 
ers’ union president were both appointed to Parliament, in these cases 
after threatening strikes during the 1970s. On the other hand, the Sec- 
retary General of the Labour Congress, James Kabia, was arrested after 
a successful nationwide strike in 1981 and replaced by Stevens’ brother- 
in-law, Ibrahim Langley, who was simultaneously appointed to Parlia- 
ment.” In the same year the offices of the independent newspaper, The 
Tablet, were destroyed in an explosion." Stevens also adopted a strategy 
of attacking rivals by commissions of inquiry. Cases of embezzlement 
from state institutions were ‘discovered’, for instance in the Kilowatt 
Scandal of the mid-1970s in the Sierra Leone Electricity Company, in 
the Vouchergate and Squandergate affairs in the early 1980s and, under 
Momoh, in the Milliongate inquiry in the latter part of the same decade. 
‘These were used to remove often high profile rivals from office or to 
ensure loyalty by arranging a verdict of innocence at the inquiry. The hir- 
ing and firing made Stevens, like Mobutu in Congo/Zaire, a master of 
the job shuffle, keeping officials on their toes and in the process making 
short term gains an even greater imperative for these same officials. 

However, in 1977 the Stevens regime faced considerable civilian pres- 
sure on the streets and reacted not with attempts to co-opt or replace, 
but with force. Initially, it was the students of Fourah Bay College in 
Freetown who stood up to the APC militias and Stevens’ politically ori- 
ented ISU and its hired thugs. After considerable violence against stu- 
dents, unrest spread outside Freetown, forcing Stevens into early elections. 
An explanation of the focus of resistance in the student body has been 
put forward as the combination of radical leftist and pan-African ideas 
and the position of students in urban culture. Alienated youths of the 
Freetown shanties, known as ‘rarray boys’, who met, drank and took drugs 
in their own urban spaces or potes, were often harnessed by the APC 
through its militias. However, the linkages between this disaffected urban 
milieu and students grew in the 1970s, culminating in the anti-APC 
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demonstrations and subsequent violence of 1977. The foundations of the 
RUF have been placed by some scholars in this urban cultural conjunc- 
tion and the brutalisation of these youths in both APC militias and the 
anti-APC disturbances.'* As youth went on to become a key element of 
the war, it is most likely that a significant number, although far from all, 
of the youth involved in the war emerged from and were conditioned by 
these events. Again in 1985, unrest broke out in Fourah Bay College fol- 
lowing a purge of those suspected of militancy inspired by Qaddafi’s 
Green Book, and retaliatory violence and arrests ensued. Then, two years 
later, students from Njala College burned down the Provincial Secretar- 
iat in Bo in an anti-government demonstration. 

On the other hand, APC animosity towards chiefs rapidly abated. Dis- 
trict Councils, a node of local power competing with the chieftaincies, 
were abolished in 1972 and were, significantly, not to return until renewed 
efforts at decentralisation in 2004. Chiefs remained hugely influential at 
a local level, still retaining considerable legitimacy, judicial authority and 
the power to distinguish ‘natives’ of a chiefdom who would have accom- 
panying land rights, and at a national level as power brokers.” At the 
same time, Stevens felt the need to rein in the chiefs, stating that ‘no 
chief can keep his job without the support of the government’.”’ The five- 
year period from 1968 to 1973 saw a considerable increase in violence in 
some chieftaincies where local lineage cleavages were used by members 
of the regime to oust those who had not switched allegiance to the 
APC. Importantly, casualties were low probably because the aims cen- 
tred on changes of rulers rather than—and this is of course significant— 
a dismantling of the chieftaincy system.” However, attempts by the 
regime to impose compliant chiefs, much as the colonial administration 
had done, sometimes met with considerable opposition. Occasionally, 
the protests were successful, as in Kenema and Kono Districts, both in 
the East of the country. Indicative of local Southern sentiments was the 
Ndorbgowusui (Mende ‘bush devil’) defiance campaign in the district of 
Pujehun in 1983. Similar to the resistance against chiefly imposition, the 
campaign was provoked by an attempt by the APC’s future Vice Presi- 
dent under Momoh, Francis Minah, to impose a parliamentary repre- 
sentative in 1982. One opponent was killed, with further rumours of 
ritual murders. The rebellion, centred on the rival candidate and SLPP 
veteran Manna Kpaka, was put down in brutal fashion, leading to the 
displacement and exile in Liberia of many rural people, some of whom 
went on to join the RUF eight years later.” 
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Underpinning Stevens’ pragmatism in co-opting, eliminating and 
harassing opposition, whether in the military, party politics or society, 
was his strategy of placing himself at the pinnacle of a patron-client sys- 
tem which had as its foundation the diamond trade and which increas- 
ingly starved the formal state of resources. In theoretical discussions, 
neo-patrimonialism, a hybrid system of power which amalgamates pre- 
colonial patrimonial hierarchies with the trappings of the modern state, 
is often seen as having considerable explanatory capacity in African pol- 
itics. Within this system, reciprocity, sometimes attributed to pre-colo- 
nial African political culture and sometimes linked more to everyday 
necessities of politicians and people alike, plays a key part.” To under- 
score the direct reciprocal relationship of political power and the distri- 
bution of resources, one African author put it thus: ‘a true, great African 
leader gives gifts, ceaselessly, every day’.”* ‘Politics of the belly’ incorpo- 
rates the common idea in Africa of ‘eating’, which can be quite literal but 
simultaneously refer to the acquisition of goods and power and the notion 
of being able to grow fatter on the proceeds.” A ubiquitous Krio prov- 
erb says ‘Usai u go tie cow, e go for eat’, meaning that wherever you place 
a cow, or person, he or she will ‘eat’. Reciprocity and the urgent needs of 
ordinary people mean that the public—as well as those in the state— 
plays a considerable role in the system, but as it is coupled with an inbuilt 
gross unfairness and lack of transparency, the public has at the same time 
a rather ambivalent attitude towards it.”° 

Thus, following on from colonial patterns of control, patrons in the 
state disburse state resources to clients in a cascading vertical chain in 
exchange for vital political support in an uncertain political arena, 
whether authoritarian or democratic. The networks often flow along 
lines of ethnicity or even more localised identities or family linkages. 
However, once the doors have thus been opened to illegal resource dis- 
tribution for political and communal benefits, what can be seen as a 
blurring of the public-private divide that underpins state integrity, the 
way is then open to many other forms of self-enriching corruption. As 
might be expected, these latter forms are then seen by the public as less 
legitimate than the reciprocal forms. Equally, while such a system (if 
well-managed) provides a semblance of stability in some African coun- 
tries, it is grossly inefficient in an economic sense as it prioritises dis- 
tribution which is politically rational and largely consumptive over that 
which is economically productive. 
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At the extreme end of this thinking, the patrimonial networks domi- 
nate the workings of the state. A rhizome analogy is one of the more 
colourful descriptions: the mushrooms growing in full view above ground 
represent the official workings and buildings of the state and the dense 
roots under the surface are the informal networks between state officials 
and societal clients such as chiefs and ‘big-men’.”” Or, in another version, 
the state is viewed as merely a shell, thoroughly penetrated by networks 
governed by societal imperatives.” These interpretations have been seen 
as patrimonial without any pretence of the ‘neo’, which some have argued 
undervalues somewhat the still existing formal aspects of many African 
states.” After all, countries like Botswana and Ghana have considerable 
informal and ‘traditional’ politics but also have states that tax, legislate 
and conform to more formal and legal logics, although legal-rational 
intentions are often hard to distinguish from the neo-patrimonial.*° Some 
African countries have survived neo-patrimonial politics without descend- 
ing into collapse or conflict: hence a differentiated view of neo-patrimo- 
nialism over space and time is sensible. This should not be a static 
conception. In Sierra Leone under Stevens and Momoh, however, the 
extreme interpretations may well be as close to the actuality as anywhere 
else on the continent. Zaire under Mobutu, Uganda under Idi Amin and 
Liberia under Samuel Doe would be three of the few which may be of a 
similar excessive ilk. Indeed, the term ‘Shadow State’ was specifically 
coined to refer to the manner in which Stevens displaced political activ- 
ity and resource distribution out of the formal state and into his infor- 
mal networks over which he had greater control. In this thinking, the 
alternative notion of building up the capacity of the formal state merely 
risked the danger of rivals building up power bases within the state min- 
istries and departments.*! 

‘The system was indeed guided by Stevens’ personal attention. The 
build-up of patron-client networks, with Stevens as ultimate arbiter and 
dispenser of largesse, began immediately. Stevens saw himself as the peo- 
ple’s representative, their patron, and for a considerable time made him- 
self available to anyone. Audiences were almost always obtained, in which 
Stevens could demonstrate his munificence and reinforce his personal 
links to the detriment of any intermediaries.” Following a trait quite 
common amongst African leaders, he became known as Pa Siakie, effec- 
tively as a father figure for the nation with all the generosity, discipline, 
respect, benefits and responsibility that this is supposed to entail.” Indeed, 
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in amongst the violence, electoral malfeasance and political manipula- 
tion, Stevens long maintained his image of a charismatic father figure 
displaying exactly these sorts of attributes expected from a ‘good’ chief, 
who is leading his country and people out of the dangers now clear to 
all. However, a large part of this image maintenance was achieved through 
the increasing centralisation of the considerable spoils of the state in the 
hands of the leader. He endeavoured to ensure that those in positions of 
authority or with access to potential power bases owed their position in 
the network to him, and were not loyal to the nation, the region or the 
party, but personally to him. 

Diamonds, which had long been the backbone of Sierra Leone’s 
exports, bringing in 70-80 per cent of export earnings in the first decade 
of independence, became the cornerstone of Stevens’ political strategy. 
In 1974, the monopoly diamond deal between De Beers and the state, 
quite lucrative to the latter, was brought to an end. The De Beers-owned 
Diamond Corporation (DICOR) had been obligated to buy all Sierra 
Leonean diamonds in exchange for paying a 7.5 per cent levy to the state 
and offering high prices. While the prices helped to keep down the infor- 
mal market, smuggling activities also fed through to De Beers via its 
office in Monrovia across the border. The deal was unilaterally ended 
when 20 per cent of the market was offered elsewhere. The ensuing 
lower prices after the ending of the monopoly removed some of the con- 
straints on the informal market. 

As a commodity, diamonds are notoriously difficult to control, being 
small and so easily transported, of high value, in no need of processing, 
and in the alluvial case taken out of rivers or shallow holes in the ground. 
However, Stevens’ attempts to control both the diminishing formal sec- 
tor and the flourishing informal channels led to an astonishing collapse 
in the recorded diamond exports from 2 million carats in 1970 to 595 
thousand ten years later, and to a paltry 48,000 carats by 1988.* It was 
not that diamond production fell; it was that the diamond trade was 
increasingly conducted outside the remit of the state. Equally, it was 
not that Stevens failed to control the trade in easily portable and con- 
cealable diamonds; rather, his efforts at control included his engineer- 
ing of the shift from formal state channels to informal semi-legal and 
outright smuggling networks. The simultaneous shift to more small- 
scale alluvial, in place of industrial, mining also facilitated the informal- 
isation of the trade. Within the state, distribution of dealer licences was 
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then made on political grounds and the politically less threatening Leb- 
anese and Afro-Lebanese entrepreneurs like Tony Yazbeck became the 
dominant players. Chiefs maintained their importance as gatekeepers 
in the diamond areas. 

The fact that resources like diamonds have proved far more often to 
be a curse than a blessing in Africa is well-known and the reasons behind 
it, such as the way in which easy revenue increases the disconnect between 
elite and society, have been explored. There must, however, still be some 
political options. The obvious comparison is Botswana which is diamond- 
rich but considerably more economically successful and politically sta- 
ble than Sierra Leone. It must be noted, though, that the comparison is 
not straightforward. Botswana has kimberlite diamonds requiring sophis- 
ticated deep mining machinery and the diamond areas, being in a sparsely 
inhabited region, are easier to control. The country is also almost ethni- 
cally homogeneous, giving it a coherency enviable in Sierra Leone.’ 

The allocation of import-export licences and access to foreign currency 
and loan guarantees became similarly politicised and privatised. For exam- 
ple, rice was imported in large quantities and sold at subsidised levels to 
potentially difficult urban populations, the armed forces, police and civil 
service or to pay, for instance, diamond diggers. At the same time, rice 
was grown and smuggled abroad from the countryside, in particular to 
Liberia where the Liberian dollar was held in parity to the US dollar. 
Most food aid, and aid in general, emerging mainly from the US and 
European Community, was also used as a patronage resource.’ Directly 
benefiting from this import and subsidy system were the importation 
companies in which Stevens and his allies had stakes. Those like Jamil 
Said Mohammed—who became widely known simply as ‘Jamil’—and 
Yazbeck, with their considerable Lebanese banking connections, proved 
useful to Stevens. Like Jamil, Nabih Berri, the Amal leader in Lebanon, 
came from Port Loko.” Jamil also had interests in important parastatals 
and in other key parts of the economy. 

Particularly cynical in political terms was the closure of the railways, 
which except for a branch line to the Makeni area, served the South and 
East. Even though the IMF had recommended the closure as the lines 
were losing money, it was plain to see that the APC government was very 
keen to implement the policy. The railway was progressively closed down 
in the early 1970s and the promised upgrading of the road, particularly 
to the East, never occurred. Incredibly, the OAU summit hosted at great 
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expense in Freetown in 1980, when Stevens began his year as Chairman 
of the continental body, almost bankrupted the country. The Le200mil- 
lion spent on hosting the summit, building the Mammy Yoko Hotel, the 
Bintumani Hotel Conference Centre and sixty luxury villas above Hill 
Station, and generally upgrading summit-related infrastructural facili- 
ties was twice the original budget and added significantly to the grow- 
ing debt burden. The Governor of the Bank of Sierra Leone, Sam Bangura, 
was knowledgeable and critical of the deals made and was killed after 
being thrown from a high window shortly before the summit. The build- 
ing housing part of the Bank of Sierra Leone is now named after him. 

The result of this shift of revenue and distribution from the formal to 
the informal and the politicisation of resources, what might be called the 
privatisation of the state, was a rapidly declining formal sector. In real 
terms, domestic revenue in 1985-86 stood at just 18 per cent of the 1977— 
78 figures. Income tax collection had virtually collapsed and the payment 
of business tax was reported at a rate of 1.7 per cent between 1971 and 
1980. By 1991, social spending was at 15 per cent of its value ten years 
earlier.® On the other hand, by the early 1980s Stevens’ non-budgeted 
discretionary spending was estimated at more than 60 per cent of actual 
budgets.“ The small manufacturing sector actually managed to shrink in 
the 1980s and no manufactured goods are reported as being exported 
after 1980.” In a sign of the times, big European companies such as 
Compagnie Francaise de Afrique Occidentale (CFAO) and Paterson 
Zochonis, two of the most prominent colonial-era firms, began to pull 
out.® The former company had been trading in Sierra Leone since the 
late nineteenth century and the latter had been founded in Sierra Leone 
as far back as 1879. Their legacy does live on, but only on the front of 
buildings in Freetown. The large CFAO logo still adorns a corner prop- 
erty on Charlotte Street, becoming obscured briefly in the early 2000s 
by the banner of the rebel political party, the RUFP. The Paterson Zocho- 
nis building has become the final destination of poda poda buses plying 
the route between Lumley and the area now termed PZ; bus drivers’ 
assistants can be heard shouting ‘PZ’ all the way down Wilkinson Road 
and Siaka Stevens Street. 

‘There were some striking improvements such as roads upgraded and 
bridges built, for instance the four-lane Congo Cross Bridge and the 
bridge to replace the ferry across to Aberdeen, both in the west of Free- 
town. The Chinese built the Siaka Stevens Stadium, now the National 
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Stadium, in the capital. However, the general deterioration of the roads 
was clear for all Sierra Leoneans to see. Agriculture and the much- 
vaunted education system also declined. Rice production fell owing to 
poor producer prices and cheap imported rice, and many farmers switched 
to subsistence cultivation. Overall, the tiny growth in agricultural out- 
put in the 1980s could not keep pace with population expansion.“ The 
pay for teachers and other civil servants decreased to the point that it 
was no longer a living wage and by 1989, some teachers had not been 
paid for twelve months. In the late 1980s, only 30 per cent of children 
were enrolled in secondary school and just 40 per cent in primary school, 
well below the sub-Saharan average. Momoh went as far as to declare 
that education was a privilege not a right. At tertiary level, the colleges 
lacked basic facilities and scholarships were politicised, both factors in 
the unrest amongst students. Health care deteriorated and drugs were 
diverted from hospitals into private clinics and dispensaries. 

Stevens did, however, have to contend with the global economic cri- 
ses of the 1970s from the position of a peripheral and primary commod- 
ity-producing state. Sierra Leone was certainly not immune to global 
economic currents that undermined most Southern post-colonial states. 
As it was a non-oil producer, the two oil shocks hit the country hard, 
even if the first was cushioned to some extent by a rise in diamond, cof- 
fee and cocoa prices. The oil shock of 1973, caused by the drawing down 
of production by OPEC countries in response to the US arming of Israel, 
and leading to a quadrupling of oil prices over twelve months, was not 
of Stevens’ doing. Equally, there was little Stevens could do in 1979, when 
a similar reduction of oil production caused by the Iranian Revolution 
led to a two and a half fold price rise by 1980. The ensuing fall in terms 
of trade, the global recession, and the declining demand for tropical pro- 
duce in the West exacerbated the difficulties. The drop in the price of 
diamonds, coffee and cocoa in the early 1980s compounded the balance- 
of-payments problems. The closure of the Marampa iron ore mines in 
1975 added to the predicament. By the 1980s the economy was in cri- 
sis. Dependency theory tells us that these massively fluctuating prices 
and the peripheral and subservient position of African economies in the 
world market are the key reasons behind Africas economic problems.” 
However, Stevens’ response to the global crises is at least equally impor- 
tant, particularly when compared with other leaders. Not all African gov- 
ernments resorted to such drastic strategies to prop themselves up in 
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power and in many ways the severe global economic crisis simply 
unmasked the partly self-inflicted domestic economic crisis. 

Stevens also had the challenge of the Cold War era international polit- 
ical terrain. Sierra Leone was certainly not seen as a particularly impor- 
tant asset in the Cold War arena. The colony’s importance as a shipping 
post during World War II did not continue into the post-war superpower 
environment. When Albert Margai and Stevens were threatened by their 
own armies, it was to Guinea, not to one of the superpowers, that they 
turned for military assistance. However, Stevens is a particularly instruc- 
tive example of what has been termed ‘extraversion in which African 
leaders are said to have considerable propensity and expertise in the use 
of the outside world for domestic or personal purposes.“ A consummate 
balancer of forces at home, he replicated this expertise on the interna- 
tional stage. Sierra Leone was in thrall to neither superpower bloc, unlike 
some of its near neighbours: Guinea looking east and Côte d'Ivoire look- 
ing west. Instead Sierra Leone was officially non-aligned and Stevens 
could play one power off against the other or use all at the same time. 
The country had embassies in China, the Soviet Union, the USA and 
Saudi Arabia. As noted above, the ISU was trained by the Cubans, Israe- 
lis and British. The Chinese financed sugar cane plantations, the Soviets 
ran Sierra Fisheries, the World Bank’s International Development Asso- 
ciation funded agricultural development projects and the US Peace Corps 
and British VSO supplied numerous volunteers.** The evidence of extra- 
version during Stevens’ time follows the usage of the colonial power in 
the internal struggles of the independence period and will be revisited 
in the chapters concerning contemporary times. 

From 1985, despite his promises of a ‘new order’ and ‘constructive 
nationalism and his initial popularity, Momoh found it difficult to make 
any headway in reforming the state. A Limba from Binkolo in Bombali 
District in the North, Momoh was born in 1937 and so, at under 50 years 
of age, was the youngest president to come to power. His military career 
started in 1958, included training in Nigeria and the UK, and culminated 
in 1983 in him becoming the first Major General in Sierra Leonean his- 
tory.” Politically, he had been a nominated MP and a member of the 
cabinet since 1974. Promising to instil military discipline into Sierra Leo- 
nean life and to remove those who took and did not contribute, Momoh 
also came to power at a time when he had the heavy hand of Structural 
Adjustment Programmes (SAPs) urging him on. 
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Disappearing fast were the days when superpower blocs could be fla- 
grantly played off and aid conditionalities resisted. Instead, starting as 
austerity measures in 1977 but increasing considerably as a three-year 
SAP under Momoh, the liberal economic reform of the IMF and World 
Bank became the order of the day. Privatisation, removal of subsidies, 
balancing of the budget, floating of the currency and shrinking the state 
became policy prerequisites for further aid. In an even worse predica- 
ment than many other African countries, Sierra Leone was now in no 
condition to resist even if it so wanted. Basic essentials such as rice, milk, 
kerosene and medicine were scarce, there were frequent power cuts in 
the capital, and the black market thrived. The official rate for the leone 
was Le6 to U$1 while the black market rate stood at Le25.*° Equally, 
Momoh seemed initially keen to risk structural adjustments in an attempt 
to improve the economy in a way that Stevens thought politically dan- 
gerous. In 1986, a raft of conditionalities was accepted including the 
floating of the leone, further privatisations and the potentially explosive 
removal of subsidies on rice and petrol. In Africa, most governments had 
kept the urban populations fed and docile with subsidies, and Stevens 
and Momoh had only to look across the border to Liberia in 1979 to see 
the calamitous effects wreaked on the William Tolbert government by 
an overnight 50 per cent rise in the price of rice. Tolbert survived the 
riots, again with the help of the Guinean army, but lasted just one more 
year before being toppled and killed in a military coup. 

Initially, some progress was made. International finance came in, 
changes were made to the export process for diamonds, gold and agri- 
culture, and foreign firms were prioritised. Official diamond exports 
rose in 1986-87 and subsidies finally ended in 1989-90, albeit with an 
alarming 180 per cent rise in the price of rice and 300 per cent rise in 
that of petrol.” On the other hand, the SAP policies could also be used 
as a political stick or carrot vis-a-vis entrenched interests and potential 
adversaries and power bases from the Stevens era. The more adept Afri- 
can leaders of this time, such as Paul Biya in Cameroon, Jerry Rawlings 
in Ghana and Stevens in its early stages, did indeed successfully ‘adjust 
to adjustment’.°? The process does depend, for instance, on who the buy- 
ers of privatised state assets are and what deals remain in place after 
privatisation.” 

Beyond the urban population in Sierra Leone, other key losers in the 
Momoh era were the favoured Lebanese from Stevens’ time and some 
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others benefiting from the established informal networks, who were 
replaced with Israeli networks. Indeed, relations between Stevens and 
Momoh also deteriorated during this period. A coup plot then emerged 
in March 1987. It is unclear how much Stevens was involved, but those 
implicated were from the inner workings of his regime, some of whom 
subsequently fled to London. It is thus evident that Momoh was having 
some effect on vested interests, but he became less keen after the coup. 
At the same time, his use of the army to police the State of Economic 
Emergency declared in 1987 and to evict illicit miners in Operation 
Clean Sheet in 1990 proved counter-productive and led to greater liai- 
sons between smugglers and soldiers and significant numbers of disgrun- 
tled miners. Official diamond exports fell to almost nothing in 1989, aid 
decreased in the post-Cold War environment and the IMF and World 
Bank credit was suspended in 1990 when debt servicing ceased.™* 

Momoh became increasingly reliant on the Limba Ekutay association, 
in particular what was termed the ‘Binkolo mafia’, a support base cen- 
tred on his home town which had provided many of the recruits into the 
Sierra Leone Army (SLA) during the APC years. This very narrow sup- 
port, however, was not an adequate long-term policy for maintaining 
power in such a political and economic climate. For instance, James Bam- 
bay Kamara, another Limba, became the notorious and powerful head 
of the police. An intra-party dispute between Kamara and Vice Presi- 
dent Minah ended in Kamara’s accusation that Minah knew of the 1987 
coup but did not report it.” Six, including Minah, were subsequently 
executed for the coup plot. Kamara was in turn executed after his alleged 
involvement in an APC counter-coup in December 1992 after the APC 
had been ousted. 

By 1991, the SLA was a shadow of its former self alongside the infra- 
structure of the state. When the RUF invaded from Liberia backed by 
Charles Taylor and his Liberian rebel forces the SLA was ill-equipped 
for the task of crushing the rebellion. Under pressure from within, and 
now in the post-Cold War world from without, for multi-party elec- 
tions to take place Momoh conducted a referendum and 90 per cent 
voted for the end of the one-party state. Elections were planned for 
June 1992, but events moved too fast. Momoh and the APC were 
removed from office in April of that year in a military coup involving 
fewer than 100 men led by a young Krio officer, Captain Valentine Stras- 
ser. It was an ignominious end to 24 years of APC rule, but one that 
was in large part self-inflicted. 
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The argument that Stevens faced such extraordinary domestic and 
external circumstances that he had to take the extraordinary measures 
that he did holds only limited merit. It is instructive to any who study 
the post-Stevens and Momoh era right up to the current day to note that 
conditions for governance are structurally very difficult in Africa and, as 
detailed before, particularly so in Sierra Leone. However, as a purport- 
edly rational response, Stevens’ method held the seeds of its own destruc- 
tion, although that came after his death on 29 May 1988. The regime 
was not exceptionally violent like those of Idi Amin in Uganda or Macias 
Nguema in Equatorial Guinea, nor was the leader particularly ill- 
equipped to rule like Samuel Doe in Liberia. However, a state that can- 
not collect taxes, provide basic amenities to its people or defend its 
borders, and a government that relies on a clandestine diamond trade, 
overt ethno-regional resource distribution and, when deemed necessary, 
coercion—in a time of global austerity and then neo-liberal condition- 
alities on aid—are entities largely living on borrowed time. The hollow- 
ing out and informalisation of the state sufficed in the short term to keep 
Stevens and Momoh in power, and perhaps they believed in their pater- 
nalistic status. There is also no long term without a short term. However, 
in the long term, the rationality and effectiveness of the model proved 
extremely and disastrously questionable. In some ways, Stevens had 
changed Sierra Leone, although in very few ways for the better and often 
merely to exacerbate the structural problems that already existed. 
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‘That the state and armed forces of Sierra Leone were in no condition by 
the early 1990s to resist any sort of invasion or insurrection is one area 
of agreement in the debates concerning the civil war. The armed forces 
had become a largely emasculated link in the APC patronage chain and 
were essentially an ‘army of foot soldiers’, largely ‘ceremonial’ and with a 
‘practically non-existent’ ability to respond to threats.’ The state had been 
informalised and shrunk back to such an extent that infrastructure needed 
by the armed forces in the defence of the country was in a poor condi- 
tion. The most meagre of incursions into the ill-controlled and forested 
border areas would have had at least some success. Agreement over the 
war, however, largely ends there. The origins, players, motivations, format 
and longevity of the conflict have been the subject of intense debate. 
Conflicts, particularly those in a domestic setting, almost always produce 
intense concurrent disagreements amongst the observers who seek to 
explain them. This is probably a reflection of the intimate and brutal 
nature of these conflicts, and the deep scars they create. The Sierra Leo- 
nean civil war was a particularly nasty conflict with civilians very much 
in the firing line. Images of violence against civilians using hand-held 
basic weaponry were sent around the world. As might be expected, the 
debate on the causes, participants and trajectory of the war generated its 
share of intense heat. 

The war shifted considerably over time in terms of the key players, 
their alliances, the format of the conflict and its geographical location. 
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An attempt should thus be made to separate the varying phases. The fol- 
lowing analysis will first investigate the initial phase of the war, 1991- 
96, from its immediate origins prior to 1991 through to the revolutionary 
United Front (RUF) invasion into Kailahun District, the fluctuating war 
zone in the South and East, the Valentine Strasser coup of 1992, the 
emergence of the Kamajor militias, and the mercenary-assisted push back 
of the RUF. The second phase starts with the 1996 election of Ahmad 
Tejan Kabbah and the SLPP and the Abidjan Accord, and continues 
with the period of the RUF-army junta in 1997-98, the ECOMOG 
(Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Monitor- 
ing Group) fight back, and the junta retreat to the North, and finishes 
with the invasion of Freetown on 6 January 1999. The third phase is the 
beginning of the end and includes the Lomé Accord, the UN and Brit- 
ish deployments in 1999 and 2000 respectively, the RUF and Liberian 
armed forces incursion into Guinea, UN sanctions on the Liberian Pres- 
ident and RUF backer Charles Taylor, and the final peace deals in 2001. 
Much of the debate will emerge in the discussion of the first phase in 
Chapter 6, although the importance of the various shifts in the war in 
the latter two phases, detailed in Chapter 7, will be noted as they impinge 
on the debates. 

It has been a popular notion that the Sierra Leone civil war was either 
an extension of the Liberian conflict or at least a product of international 
concerns, primarily those of Taylor and the former Libyan leader Muam- 
mar Qaddafi, coinciding with the end of the Cold War. In much the same 
way, the civil wars in Congo/Zaire have been portrayed as an extension 
of the Rwandan conflict and genocide and as international wars due to 
the eventual presence of considerable numbers of Rwandan, Ugandan, 
Angolan, Zimbabwean and Namibian troops as well as various peace- 
keeping forces. Somewhat justifiably, the second Congolese conflict has 
been described as ‘Africa’s First World War’.’ The origins of the Sierra 
Leonean civil war are also, to some extent, situated outside the borders 
of Sierra Leone. The trial of a Liberian, Taylor, in The Hague under the 
auspices of the Sierra Leone Special Court (SLSC) focused minds on 
the role that he played. The war, like many in Africa in countries such as 
Somalia, Liberia and Congo/Zaire, broke out in the aftermath of the end 
of the Cold War, a few years after the imposition of SAPs and concur- 
rent with shifts towards democratisation. The extent of the international 
origins thus requires some scrutiny. 
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‘The origins of the RUF can be traced back to training camps in the 
Libyan desert. In the late 1980s, there were a number of Sierra Leoneans, 
perhaps 35-50—alongside Liberians (including Taylor), Ghanaians and 
Gambians—who went to Libya for insurgency training.’ Qaddafi’s 
notions of anti-imperial rebellion had led him to sponsor West Africans 
who might push this agenda forward. To assume these factors as the key 
origins would ignore any development of insurrectionary tendencies 
inside Sierra Leone in the 1970s and 1980s, but it is certainly important 
that links between Qaddafi, Taylor, the future RUF leader Foday Sankoh 
and President Blaise Compaoré of Burkina Faso were forged through 
Libya. According to most accounts, the majority of these Sierra Leo- 
neans had abandoned the idea of violent struggle before the creation of 
the RUF. However, of those that continued to plough this furrow, three 
were prominent in the formation of the RUF, and were involved with 
Taylor and his rebel group, the National Patriotic Front of Liberia 
(NPFL): Abu Kanu, Rashid Mansaray and Sankoh. 

Taylor’s invasion of Liberia was launched in December 1989 from 
Côte d'Ivoire and was in itself international. He began with a small multi- 
national force, only about 200 strong and significantly non-Liberian, 
including Sierra Leoneans and Burkinabe, with tacit French backing. In 
an extremely successful rebellion in territorial terms, by mid-1990 the 
NPFL had taken over 95 per cent of the country. Taylor benefited from 
President Samuel Doe’s over-reaction to the incursion, targeting the eth- 
nic Gio and Mano residents of Nimba County, where Taylor had entered 
the country. Mandingo traders and Doe’s fellow Krahns, both perceived 
beneficiaries of the Doe regime, and those otherwise associated with the 
regime became the targets of Taylor’s forces. His success was underwrit- 
ten by support from a broader range of people against the decade-long 
authoritarian rule of Doe. However, by 1991, Taylor’s control over the 
Liberian countryside was threatened by anti- NPFL forces coalescing in 
Sierra Leone and ECOMOG:S first military intervention, to which Sierra 
Leone was a contributor, also playing the role of a staging post for the 
predominantly Nigerian force. NPFL support for an RUF invasion in 
1991 served to undermine the Sierra Leonean state and any opponents 
harboured there, and simultaneously created a lucrative avenue to the 
nearby diamond fields. Taylor would also have calculated that the RUF, 
given limited international intervention and a disgruntled population 
particularly in the South and East along the Liberian border, could plau- 
sibly be expected to reach Freetown and topple the APC government. 
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Often portrayed as the puppet-master in this corner of West Africa, 
Taylor has been held responsible for the cause, the instigation and the 
prolongation of conflict in Liberia, Sierra Leone, the south of Guinea 
and the west of Côte d'Ivoire. He was the organiser of the initial inva- 
sion of Liberia, the driving force behind the NPFL, and a man with phe- 
nomenal presidential ambitions and the will to override all other 
considerations. During the rebellion, Taylor constructed a commercial 
empire trading largely through Côte d'Ivoire with French companies. At 
its height, his extravagantly titled ‘Greater Liberia boasted its own cur- 
rency, TV, radio, newspaper, international airport, deepwater port and 
administrative capital. The former interim Liberian head of state Amos 
Sawyer argues that from the very start Taylor’s ambitions were grand: ‘to 
restore Liberia's ‘days of glory’ and its president’s place as leader of one 
of the three power blocs in West Africa, the other two being Nigeria and 
francophone West Africa’; and ‘to be the leader of the Mano basin area’, 
that is, Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea.* One investigative journalist 
noted: “Taylor had a map he carried around with him called Greater Libe- 
ria. It included parts of Guinea, diamond fields in Sierra Leone. It wasn’t 
something abstract to him. He had a very clear idea of what he was try- 
ing to achieve. He had a grandiose plan, and he almost succeeded.” A 
former UN representative in Liberia, Jacques Klein, compared Taylor to 
a Count Dracula-like vampire, who cannot be killed normally but instead 
requires a stake through his heart.° 

Taylor came out of the bush in 1996 and won the elections the fol- 
lowing year, on the basis that people feared either that he would go back 
to war if he lost or that no other candidate could effectively control Libe- 
ria.’ His presidency was little different from the past in its reliance on 
coercion, arbitrary rule and narrow networks of patronage, and contin- 
ued Liberia’s descent into a pariah state. Faced with another rebellion 
from 2000 onwards, he was eventually cornered in 2003 and agreed to 
exile in Nigeria. Pressure that was then mounted by Western govern- 
ments on Nigeria and Liberia to surrender him to the SLSC, and his 
trial in The Hague for war crimes committed in Sierra Leone—the first 
international trial of a former senior office holder in a state since the 
Nuremberg Trials in Germany and the Tokyo trials in Japan in the 
1940s—are indicative of the way in which Taylor came to be perceived 
as the lynchpin of Mano River conflicts. 

On 23 March 1991 the RUF, at this point a small group of Sierra Leo- 
neans and others primarily from Liberia and Burkina Faso, invaded from 
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Liberia into Kailahun District in the remote East of Sierra Leone. There 
had been cross-border incursions by NPFL rebels before, but this was 
different as it was declared shortly afterwards on the radio by Sankoh as 
the start of the RUF rebellion in Sierra Leone. Indeed, assisted by the 
parlous state of the SLA, the RUF quickly captured most of Kailahun 
and opened a new front in Pujehun District, again from Liberia. Evi- 
dence suggests, however, that despite a Sierra Leonean leadership, the 
early RUF had many Liberians including three commanders who were 
captured and paraded by the SLA.’ Equally, and despite Taylor’s asser- 
tions during his trial, support came from his Liberian rebel force. There 
also appeared to be an ongoing connection with Libya and delivery of 
money from there.’ The RUF made considerable headway during 1991 
and was only seriously beaten back by the Liberians in Sierra Leone who 
formed the United Liberation Movement of Liberia (ULIMO). Indeed, 
these Doe loyalists forced the RUF out of Pujehun back into Liberia and 
followed them there, opening up a front against the NPFL. It would 
seem that the RUF rebellion was, at least partly and at this stage, a Libe- 
rian conflict fought on Sierra Leonean soil. 

Indeed, the internationalisation argument can be taken further. First, 
although many Liberians and Burkinabe were withdrawn in early 1992, 
the involvement of Liberia and Libya did not peter out for many years.” 
In April 2012, Taylor was convicted in the SLSC of eleven charges of 
war crimes and crimes against humanity in aiding and abetting the 
RUF. The judge noted that he had extended ‘sustained and significant’ 
support to the RUF and had sold diamonds and bought weapons on its 
behalf and knew the rebels were committing atrocities. Importantly, 
though, he stopped short of saying Taylor had effective command and 
control of the RUF, and so Taylor could not then be held responsible for 
ordering the crimes." In addition, however, the later roles played by South 
Africa-based mercenaries, ECOMOG and UN peacekeepers, the Brit- 
ish Army and the drawing of Guinea into the latter stages of the con- 
flict kept the level of international military engagement high. 

Secondly, and in a non-military sense, the international markets for 
diamonds, one of the objectives of Taylor and the RUF and a fuel for the 
war, were at the time much less concerned with the origins of the stones. 
Some were reported as being bought by Al-Qaeda and others as sold by 
ECOMOG officers.’ Former Soviet Bloc countries seemed equally 
unconcerned with the final destination of arms shipments. Finally, the 


85 


SIERRA LEONE: A POLITICAL HISTORY 


timing of the conflict at the end of the Cold War is not a coincidence. 
‘The removal of the Soviet Union as a dispenser of aid and a power against 
which to play off the West, and the tightening of Western aid conditions 
and the imposition of SAPs all played a role in further weakening the 
most crisis-ridden African states at a crucial moment. The new demand 
for democratisation also laid many African countries open to a very dif- 
ficult and potentially divisive process, whatever the predicted benefits in 
the long run.” Thus the ability of the state to defend itself, to provide for 
its citizens through development but more importantly through patron- 
age, and to pacify the marginalised and discontented diminished further 
as the end of the Cold War drew nearer." 

The Sierra Leonean conflict would probably not have happened at this 
particular point in time had it not been inspired from Liberia and had 
the end of the Cold War not provoked the downgrading of international 
aid alongside the old economic and new political conditionalities in 
Africa. However, there are certainly considerable underlying domestic 
causes of the conflict which would suggest that outside forces might be 
seen as only a catalyst or trigger. The conditions in Sierra Leone created 
by the APC and even going back further in time have been seen as ripe 
for conflict. One interpretation of conflict stresses the weak state inher- 
ited from colonial times, which presents post-colonial leaders with almost 
intractable problems for which the solutions often lead to conflict. 
Equally, in this model the weak state is always prone to penetration from 
outside forces in whatever guise.” It is a model with some utility, partic- 
ularly in Sierra Leone, but is also a rather blunt instrument, and in the 
Sierra Leonean case the precise conditions that led directly to the war 
are again subject to debate. On the other hand, the rebels themselves 
have been seen as the main cause of the conflict, rather than the state. 
‘The motivations for fighting and origins of leaders and foot-soldiers and 
the type of conflict that ensued have been equally contested. Arguments 
driven by a ‘greed’ analysis tend to focus on the rebels and particularly 
their relationship to resources.’? All of these arguments are persuasive up 
to a point in the Sierra Leonean arena, but in the end it is more a case 
of their tending to overlap and interweave. 

‘The condition of the Sierra Leonean state over time has been elabo- 
rated in the previous chapters. Not only was the state ill-prepared to 
counter a rebellion, it had also made many enemies within its own bor- 
ders, which could potentially fuel the insurrection. Specifically, the down- 
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grading of the formal state had removed facilities, infrastructure, education 
and opportunities. Ethno-regionalism and manipulation of ‘tradition’ 
had made sure that the South and East in particular simmered with 
resentment. The political violence and brutalisation of the youth provided 
more animosity.” The general shortages and the high-end corruption left 
many staggered. The distance between the elites and non-elites and the 
urban and the rural, which had caused periodic trouble in the past, had 
if anything grown. The decline in state resources then sucked dry the 
already malfunctioning patron-client system on which people relied either 
to get on in life or simply for survival. Recent actions by Momoh had 
also backfired and stirred up bitterness in various important quarters. 

However, the part played by each of these factors and sectors of soci- 
ety is a key matter for argument. The debate over whether this was an 
urban- or a rural-driven conflict is particularly intense. First, it has been 
suggested that the backbone of the RUF rank and file, and indeed much 
of the leadership, came from an urban milieu. This interpretation has 
been used pointedly to explain the brutalities meted out by the RUF in 
the countryside. Would-be urban insurgents had little success in foment- 
ing rebellion in the cities and so went to the countryside. They were then, 
to use an inversion of Mao Tse-tung’s phrase, ‘fish out of water’ in this 
environment and hence could not find sympathy amongst the rural pop- 
ulation and resorted to more and more coercive measures. !8 Indeed, in a 
similar environment to the NPFL, the RUF should have picked up con- 
siderable support given the history of where they invaded and the scant 
resistance the armed forces could muster, and likewise marched to the 
gates of the capital in six months. Despite early successes in remote Kai- 
lahun District, the RUF singularly failed to do this, being driven back 
into the Gola Forest by late 1991 and only finally reaching Freetown in 
1997 when invited by the military junta. 

The attempt by the RUF to emulate the NPFL after the initial inva- 
sion backfired. The RUF was not helped, as the NPFL had been, by an 
extreme reaction of government troops which could have provoked a rush 
to join the insurgents, but the RUF’s strategy did include the targeting 
of government officials, chiefs and sometimes traders. The APC was hated 
in these parts and Sierra Leoneans in general had sometimes felt aggrieved 
against their chiefs and reacted accordingly. However, the chiefs’ rela- 
tionship with their subjects was rather more ambiguous than that of the 
NPFLs targets with Liberians, and the violence, which extended to ordi- 
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nary civilians, came across to many as simple brutality. This has been 
blamed on the backing from Taylor, which reduced the need to cultivate 
the local people, and the excesses of the Liberian and Burkinabe merce- 
nary contingent in the initial invasion force, but the violence continued 
after they had left in early 1992. RUF atrocities, documented by many 
organisations and writers and splashed on TV screens across the globe, 
included rape and killings; the amputation of limbs—‘long sleeve’ for 
amputation at the wrist, ‘short sleeve’ at the elbow; the traumatisation of 
children by, for instance, forcing them to kill their parents and then con- 
scripting and drugging them in order to kill further; and the wholesale 
destruction of property. Almost all Sierra Leoneans were affected in some 
way and child soldiers and amputees became for a time almost a by-word 
for Sierra Leone.” The TRC estimated that 60 per cent of all war atroc- 
ities were committed by the RUF as opposed to 17 per cent by the state’s 
armed forces. Of the RUF’s total violations where the age of the victim 
was known, it was estimated that 15 per cent were against children.” 
‘These tactics had recently been on display in Mozambique, where Ren- 
amo rebels eventually won over some support in their fight and subse- 
quent electoral campaign against the Frelimo government. Despite a 
mixture of recruits and forced conscripts, the RUF won remarkably few 
civilian hearts and minds in Sierra Leone. 

One might see this failure as a result of the ‘fish out of water’ prob- 
lem. A compelling historical analysis places Sierra Leone’s ‘lumpens’ at 
centre stage.” On the basis of Karl Marx’s notion of the lumpen-prole- 
tariat—a sector of Russian society whose parochial concerns, he said, 
would hijack the revolution and any possibility of social and political 
change—the Sierra Leonean version is tracked over time. Lumpen his- 
tory moves through its various stages from the rebellious, anti-social and 
ill-educated Freetown youth culture of the 1940s, through the addition 
of politicised college drop-outs in the late 1960s and 1970s who rejected 
the elite which they had formerly wished to join, and finally to the 
RUF. Lumpen youths played their roles in the orchestrated APC polit- 
ical violence and anti-APC demonstrations in the 1970s and 1980s.” 
This was a disaffected, semi-criminalised and often under- or unem- 
ployed sector of society, which was often politically motivated but equally 
often co-opted by those in or out of power. Some of these youths had 
been attracted to the semi-lawless and violent mining and border areas 
into which the RUF invaded by the opportunities provided by diamond 
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mining and smuggling, and were receptive to the appeal of the rebels.” 
‘These explanations focus on individual rather than communal motiva- 
tions for joining the rebels, and they hold some weight considering the 
RUF’s poor relations with local communities and the violent and mer- 
cenary activities of the fighters. They also hint at an explanation of the 
eventual violence directed at city dwellers, politicians, wealthy traders 
and Lebanese, who had benefited from the system which had rejected or 
used the disadvantaged who became fighters. 

Mercenarism, in the form of looting and mining, was indeed another 
feature of the RUF. It was also a feature of the other factions in the war. 
‘The lumpen analysis seeks to explain not only this ubiquitous activity but 
also the so-called ‘sobel phenomena. The term ‘sobel’—soldier by day, 
rebel by night—was coined to illustrate the fluid and predatory nature 
of the conflict and highlight the extensive collaboration between ele- 
ments of the SLA and of the RUF, two forces supposed to be fighting 
each other, in widespread looting. A typical arrangement would be, for 
example, for one side to draw back from a town or mine and allow the 
other to capture it and loot, then for the ‘attacking’ side to withdraw and 
allow the ‘defending’ side to return; the spoils were then shared. In 1994, 
after the coup, Strasser admitted that at least 20 per cent of his army was 
disloyal. Civilians would often regard the SLA and RUF as equally threat- 
ening, and sometimes could not tell the difference between the two forces. 
The similar backgrounds of SLA and RUF recruits can then begin to 
explain their similar behaviour.”* This is particularly the case after Momoh 
and then Strasser rapidly expanded the size of the armed forces with 
often unsuitable, poorly trained and sometimes underage recruits. For 
example, in 1991, Captain Prince Benjamin-Hirsch recruited most min- 
ers and unemployed youth around Segbwema in Kailahun District into 
a division, depriving the RUF of exactly its type of recruit in that area.” 

Mercenarism also fits with a greed analysis of conflict, which is juxta- 
posed with grievance as a driving force: “The true cause of much civil war 
is not the loud discourse of grievance but the silent force of greed.” It 
also links into one of the underpinning notions of post-Cold War ‘New 
War’ theory.” Some have stated that there was no rebellion in Sierra 
Leone and hesitate even to use the word ‘rebel’ in reference to the RUF, 
preferring the more economically oriented label ‘bandit’.** Thus the blame 
for the war can be placed squarely on resources, in particular diamonds, 
and those who wanted them.” The award-winning Hollywood film Blood 
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Diamond also put the stones at the heart of the matter, and the Sierra 
Leonean Ambassador to the UN stated categorically in 2000: 


We have always maintained that the conflict in Sierra Leone is not about ide- 
ology, tribal or regional differences. It has nothing to do with the so-called prob- 
lem of marginalised youths, or, as some political commentators have characterised 
it, an uprising by rural poor against the urban elite. The root of the conflict is, 
and remains, diamonds, diamonds and diamonds.” 


‘The argument is intellectually based on the idea of rational choice the- 
ory and the reasoned cost-benefit analysis of actors. In a converse sce- 
nario, rebellions based on grievance are seen as non-starters as they 
inherently suffer from non-instant gratification and ‘free-riders’, that is, 
those who benefit but don't fight.’ 

Although this is a temptingly simple explanation and one that is not 
without merit in Sierra Leone given the number of times diamonds and 
looting crop up in the story of the conflict, it is indeed too simple. Rebel- 
lions of any hue need financing wherever it comes from, particularly after 
the Cold War when ideological funding dried up. Crucially, though, it 
fails to take into account the complexity of the conflict, relying purely 
on economic rationality to explain intentions, and presents what is largely 
a false dichotomy.’ Motivations of looting and grievance are surely inex- 
tricably intertwined. A proponent of the ‘resource curse’ theory noted the 
limitations of this particular idea when applied to civil wars.” Addition- 
ally, one of the key drivers of the greed proposition later adapted his the- 
ory towards concerns for the ‘feasibility’ of conflict, including notions of 
terrain and outside security umbrellas: ‘where a rebellion is feasible, it 
will occur’.*4 Motivation is then ‘supplied by whatever agenda happens 
to be adopted by the first social entrepreneur to occupy the viable niche’. 
Again, opportunity is clearly important in Sierra Leone, but it is once 
more a mono-causal thesis. 

‘The leaders of factions should not, however, escape scrutiny under a 
lumpen rubric. Major Johnny Paul Koroma is often regarded as typical 
of the ‘sobel’ phenomenon. The looting of the Sierra Rutile mines in 1995, 
which his troops were ostensibly guarding, has been attributed to collu- 
sion between Koroma and the RUF leadership. He later became leader 
of the chaotic and brutal military junta in 1997 which notably invited 
the RUF to share power, gained two seats in the 2002 elections largely 
on the back of an armed forces vote, and then was indicted by the SLSC 
before going missing. In the coup of April 1992, the soldiers who ousted 
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Momoh and the APC were all junior officers. The initial leader of the 
group of around 100 coup-plotters, who came heavily armed straight 
from the front line to State House, was 26-year-old Lieutenant Solo- 
mon Musa, later to be involved in the 1997-98 junta as well. Many oth- 
ers, such as the future military head of state in 1996 and SLPP presidential 
candidate in 2012 Julius Maada Bio, were also lieutenants and chose 
Captain Strasser as head of the National Provisional Ruling Council 
(NPRC) partly for his slightly higher rank.” Importantly, many were 
very young and had grown up in Freetown’s slums replete with resent- 
ment at their position in life and at the APC regime.*” 

Strasser, who was just 27 years old when he assumed power, grew up 
in the poor East End of Freetown. His way out of poverty was through 
an APC patron, Thaimu Bangura, who would feature prominently in the 
1996 elections, but he hated the elitism of the system as well as the APC.’ 
After Strasser’s displacement in a palace coup by Maada Bio in January 
1996, he moved briefly to the UK initially on a scholarship to Warwick 
University, but lives at the time of writing in poverty and in poor men- 
tal health in one of the villages outside Freetown. The aftermath of the 
1992 coup saw widespread looting of the homes of politicians and busi- 
nessmen, the spoils of which were never accounted for and probably con- 
tributed to the post-coup flamboyance of some of the soldiers.’ The coup 
itself was initially very popular as it ousted the very unpopular Momoh, 
it presented a possible if misplaced hope of ending the war either through 
negotiation or by military efficiency, it brought about the end of short- 
ages mostly due to APC hoarding, and it offered a new beginning. The 
regular clean-ups in the cities were popular, continuing voluntarily into 
the 2000s, and state-sponsored street art decorated some of the city’s 
main roads. Benjamin-Hirsch and Paramount Chief Gulama were two 
different but typical subjects for the large portraits painted on walls. It 
was not long, however, before disappointment set in. There were no peace 
negotiations and the war continued, perhaps because the NPRC officers 
believed the RUF was on the back foot and could now be defeated. 
Equally, the APC political modus operandi gradually returned. Some 
blamed civilian politicians such as the NPRC Secretary General (and at 
the time of writing SLPP National Chairman) John Oponjo Benjamin 
for the decline, but arbitrary military rule, summary executions by the 
armed forces and the ‘sobel’ phenomenon also played a part. 

Above all, Sankoh requires examination. He was a former army cor- 
poral with only primary-level education, who was incarcerated in 1971 
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for his failure to inform the authorities of the Bangura coup attempt. 
Considering that he and Bangura were from the same district, that 
Sankoh held a position at SLBS TV, and that he has claimed to have 
played a large part (however exaggerated) in that coup, the accusation 
was probably correct. After his release from Pademba Road Prison in 
1978 until his departure for Libya, Sankoh earned a living as an itiner- 
ant photographer. It is clear that during his experiences in prison and in 
the ‘revolutionary’ groups that he attended prior to the RUF and the Lib- 
yan trips, Sankoh developed a striking animosity towards the elite. 

Sankoh was always considered the leader of the RUF, even during two 
later periods of imprisonment, up until his eventual death in SLSC cus- 
tody in July 2003. His education and experience, however, were not ideal 
for leading a revolutionary or even a political movement, although the 
loyalty generated amongst the fighters ensured the RUF’s survival. He 
was clearly willing to use child soldiers and terror against civilians as a 
weapon and was equally ruthless with his comrades. Before the end of 
1992, Kanu and Mansaray had been executed by their RUF comrades 
for alleged battlefield crimes, leaving Sankoh firmly in charge. It is per- 
haps, though, the virulent strain of animosity towards the elite and the 
educated which informed his methods within the RUF, and indeed within 
later coalition governments, and sealed the character of the rebellion. 
One might see here an extreme version of the gap between a patronis- 
ing elite and a populace which broadly, although clearly not entirely, 
shows deference to its purported political and social superiors. Educated 
‘recruits’ were indeed picked up along the way but their effect on the 
movement was always stifled. It is instructive to compare Taylor with 
Sankoh: Taylor was of the elite, even if not in its top echelons, and knew 
how to operate in this arena and bring on board useful political cadres; 
Sankoh and others in the RUF resented exactly these people. 

An incident in 1997 illustrates this and his commanders’ attitude. 
Sankoh was arrested in Nigeria in early 1997 and an attempt to take over 
the RUF leadership was made by an educated group, including Captain 
Philip Palmer, a Fourah Bay College engineering graduate and appar- 
ently an RUF founder-member; Dr Mohamed Barrie, Chief Medical 
Officer of the Sierra Leone Ore and Metal Company (SIEROMCO) 
mine, abducted by the RUF in January 1995; Ibrahim Deen-Jalloh, a lec- 
turer from the rural teacher-training college at Bunumbu; and Fayia 
Musa, a former Njala College student, recruited in 1991 whilst a teacher 


92 


CIVIL WAR AND THE DEBATES OVER ITS PROVENANCE 


in a Kailahun secondary school.“ Their coup, apparently premised on 
Sankoh’s authoritarianism and unwillingness to abide by the 1996 Abi- 
djan Accord which some of them had taken part in creating, proved short- 
lived when battlefield commanders arrested several of the leaders. The 
RUF command was provisionally assumed, in Sankoh’s two-year absence, 
by Sam ‘“Maskita’ Bockarie, a former illicit-diamond miner and hairdresser 
who had been at Sankoh’s side from the start and had, by this point, 
earned a reputation for brutality. Bockarie was eventually indicted but 
never tried by the SLSC. His activities continued in Liberia and Céte 
d'Ivoire for some time after the demobilisation of the RUF, until his 
death in May 2003. 

In a stark contrast to Renamo, a rebel movement with which the RUF 
is often compared, the RUF failed to establish a political cadre or create 
any sort of consistent or lucid political message. Renamo was largely a 
creation of the Rhodesian security forces in the late 1970s and was backed 
by apartheid South Africa in order to destabilise Mozambique after Zim- 
babwean independence in 1980. Despite these inauspicious beginnings, 
it had an apparently deliberate policy to bolster the quality of its politi- 
cal cadres. There was a concerted effort to draw in people with a higher 
educational level than existing members—‘capturing’ them during raids 
on secondary schools—who could contribute to Renamo’s political and 
administrative development. Later, some 100-200 secondary and pre- 
university-level students were attracted to Renamo with the promise of 
scholarships.” In Renamo’s ‘liberated’ areas, attempts were made to install 
a more credible administration and Renamo’s First Congress in 1989 was 
a milestone. Renamo then carved out a constituency based on the cham- 
pioning of ‘traditional’ and religious authorities and antipathy to the 
southern-dominated Frelimo and its Marxist, secular and modernising 
political programmes. 

The RUF had precious little to compare, ‘recruiting’ but not construc- 
tively using educated personnel and establishing little of permanence in 
its ‘liberated zones’. It would appear that Sankoh and the whole of the 
RUF from top to bottom might be construed as lumpen. The RUF cer- 
tainly had no convincing text or ideological programme to persuade the 
outside world or act as impetus for the combat forces. The RUF mani- 
festo, The Basic Document of the Revolutionary United Front of Sierra Leone 
(RUF/SL): The Second Liberation of Africa, was released in 1990, but pre- 
dated the RUF as an organisation and was a redrafted version of a PAN- 


93 


SIERRA LEONE: A POLITICAL HISTORY 


AFU document.* The second and final publication five years later, 
Footpaths to Democracy: Towards a New Sierra Leone, Vol. 1, contained 
quotes from the first document alongside an anthem and a lengthy text 
attributed to Sankoh. Despite the stirring slogan, ‘Arms to the people; 
power to the people; and wealth to the people’, both publications are 
often disparaged as totally unrepresentative of RUF aims. The claims to 
follow active conservationism and liberation theology are extraordinary 
in the circumstances. However, the sentiments of anti-urban elitism would 
certainly have struck a chord within and outside the rebel forces. The 
promise that ‘No more shall the rural countryside be reduced to hewers 
of wood and drawers of water for urban Freetown is particularly specific 
and poignant. Although during a decade of conflict the RUF fought 
against four politically different regimes in Freetown, the widespread 
notion of elite exploitation only ever went away for a brief period at the 
beginning of the NPRC regime. 

Several claims have, though, been made for some sort of RUF ideol- 
ogy, however ill-articulated and unconnected to most people. It was 
considered highly controversial when in 1996 some credence was given 
to the RUF’s revolutionary claims, with the assertion that disaffected 
intellectuals who harboured sincere democratic and radical beliefs led 
the RUF and that the violence was the product of an intellectual proj- 
ect by a vengeful movement of exiles, the consequences of which had 
not been fully thought through.” The thesis was in part a response to 
an influential 1994 article which highlighted Sierra Leone as an exam- 
ple of a rather vague neo-Malthusian global future where a pot-pourri 
of factors including environmental degradation, overpopulation and cul- 
tural and religious schisms leads inexorably to widespread low-level 
conflicts.“ The critics, however, refused to countenance ideological credit 
being handed to the RUF and the lumpen critique followed soon after- 
wards. Any serious individuals had been purged from the hierarchy 
before the fighting started, and the leader and movement that emerged 
had no ideological motivation.” 

In subsequent publications, however, the original thoughts on the RUF 
political project were qualified. It has since been suggested that the RUF 
was a millenarian sect, created almost by accident, and underpinned by 
Qaddafi Green Book egalitarianism, messianic or charismatic authority 
and the meritocratic communities of the camps.” It is argued that some 
egalitarian concepts were indeed practised within the RUF.** The RUF 
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camps in rural central Sierra Leone ‘embodied (through free basic edu- 
cation and medical services) the movement’s egalitarian political mes- 
sage’.® Indeed, the RUF was a ‘populist movement without popular 
support’ and could not have survived in this environment over ten years 
purely through coercive means.” There is a similar and pertinent argu- 
ment that if it had no ideology at all, it would not have been so angry. 
Grievances before and during the war fed into a dangerous psychologi- 
cal combination of deliberately inculcated ‘shamelessness’ within the RUF 
and the ‘threat of shame’ when facing civilians or if reintroduced into 
wider society." In broad brush terms, the RUF’s millenarianism and vio- 
lence might be seen as akin to that of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, 
but without their organisation, efficiency or overt, developed ideology. 

To substantiate the distorted ideology argument, much work has been 
undertaken to assess the attitude of foot-soldiers. Surveys of fighters 
indicated that combatants shared a single preoccupation, education, and 
that the war was fuelled more by social factors than the lure of diamonds.” 
There are ‘remarkably consistent’ data with ‘opposed parties (villagers, 
RUF cadres and [other] fighters ...) agreeing on the significance of a 
combination of poverty and injustice, especially affecting youth.” Of 
course, these rather singular readings and, from the combatants’ point of 
view, self-justifying assertions do not sit easily with the conflict evidence 
as related above. 

However, despite a common perception that forced conscription was 
the primary recruitment method of the RUF, some have argued that a 
reassessment is needed. First, aside from the very young children, of which 
there were a sizeable number, it is suggested that many joined more or 
less voluntarily and stayed for economic, educational and socio-political 
reasons.” If it was not entirely voluntary, some may have joined after any 
other potential occupation had been taken away, or at least when there 
was no loyalty to central or local government which might have held 
someone back from joining or receiving protection from an armed oppo- 
sition. In Mozambique, research has shown that the meaning of ‘kid- 
napped or ‘captured’ appears to vary—there were those who ‘didn’t bother 
to run away and still others who ‘arranged to be captured’. These were 
opportunities to fight back against the perfidious authorities, and/or to 
escape the frustrations and despair of daily life. There were also careers 
in the RUF awaiting some: Gibril Massaquoi, for example, a teacher in 
Pujehun District who was abducted by the RUF in 1991 and, albeit with 
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only limited education, rose swiftly in the ranks of the military and then 
political wings. Pujehun was the site of the Ndorbgowusui revolt in 1983 
and was fertile ground for RUF recruiting. Equally there were many, such 
as the illicit miners or ‘san-san boys’, who could see an opportunity when 
it presented itself. This remains, though, a controversial but at the same 
time compelling argument, which is not necessarily at odds with the 
lumpen thesis. Both theses suggest there were considerable grievances at 
play and that some sort of socio-political motivation existed even if it 
was ultimately co-opted at some stage by one power structure or another. 

More in line with the latter ‘ideological’ strand of thinking, but again 
not necessarily contradicting the former lumpen ideas, is the notion that 
rural preoccupations, rather than urban, were a more significant driver 
of the conflict. There was indeed a considerable rural presence, which 
built up in the RUF and whose rural grievances must also be considered 
when examining the motivations of the foot-soldiers of the RUF.* Fol- 
lowing on from the notion of some sort of RUF ideology, the RUF was 
unable to export its egalitarian ideals from its camps to the rural popu- 
lation of central Sierra Leone, but not because RUF fighters were 
unknowns in the area. It failed because ‘it sought—in a spirit of revenge— 
to obliterate the communities from which its cadres had been excluded’.*” 
The RUF’s cause was ‘vengeful egalitarianism against the abuses of chiefly 
patrimonialism.** Young fighters were seeking to ‘overturn’ a lineage- 
based social order.” 

Chiefly abuses are central to this argument. The local authority of the 
chief remained powerful over many aspects of life and in some cases could 
be of an exclusionary nature. Land and property rights dating back to 
colonial times are conferred by chiefdom citizenship, which in turn is to 
some extent controlled by the chief. Marriage presented a further area of 
contention, as local elites monopolised the market and made excessive 
claims for ‘woman damage’, when young men interfered with their 
wives.®! Chiefly control over local judicial processes completes the pic- 
ture. As patronage dried up in a state driven simultaneously by APC and 
IMF imperatives, it was the youth and itinerant workers without chief- 
taincy citizenship who could most easily be excluded, downgraded or 
victimised. No surprise that the riots of 1955-56 occurred or that it was 
some of these people who joined or were ‘recruited’ in the countryside 
by the RUF, the SLA and other factions. Education, employment and 
the neo-patrimonial forces of the state no longer served to fill that gap. 
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Chiefs newly created by the APC are held up as particularly abusive.” 
‘There are some who see the influence of sometimes impoverished chiefs 
as exaggerated or emerging from data that rely too heavily on self-serv- 
ing evidence given by ex-combatants seeking justifications or local com- 
munities seeking development aid.® Indeed, it is a mixed picture which 
varies from region to region and chieftaincy to chieftaincy. During the 
course of the war, some chiefs were killed, others were replaced by RUF 
‘chiefs’ and many more maintained a presence off and on.“ 

However, in many ways rural grievances stand alongside those of a 
more urban nature, the end result often being some sort of amalgama- 
tion of the two within all of the factions. There is one clear connection 
where youth from whatever background made their way to the diamond 
fields and found themselves once more in precarious situations and once 
more, or for the first time, under chiefly rule. This is somewhat of a blur- 
ring of the urban-rural gap, although there are distinctive rural and urban 
issues even if they become conflated. The gap may be better seen as elite- 
non-elite or generational. From wherever they came, youths in the RUF 
have been described as displaying ‘a fundamental rejection of Sierra 
Leone’s political structures’.® Indeed, a general crisis of youth is an often 
heard term, although once again this is not the whole answer and it is a 
notion that needs substantial disaggregating.” 

An interesting juxtaposition to the rural grievance argument is the 
case of the ‘self-defence’ militias that grew from late 1992 onwards. The 
first of these militias, the Tamaboros and the Kamajors, emerged 
amongst the Korankos of Koinadugu District in the far north and the 
Mendes in Southern Sierra Leone respectively. These units were mostly 
formed by local chiefs who had maintained their authority, such as Sam 
Hinga Norman. Hinga Norman had been the arresting officer for Brig- 
adier Lansana in Sierra Leone’s first coup in 1967 and subsequently 
went into exile in Liberia when Stevens returned. He became a Mende 
chief in Bo District after the NPRC came to power.” Hinga Norman 
then went on to play a large part in the conflict and within the SLPP 
before being indicted by the SLSC and dying in custody in February 
2007. One might have thought he would be a suitable recruit for the 
RUF, being anti-APC and a Mende, residing in Liberia in the early 
1990s, and allegedly sharing a prison cell with Sankoh in the 1970s.% 
Instead, on returning to become chief, he began the formation of a 
Kamajor militia unit in 1994 in response to attacks by the rejuvenated 
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RUF and by SLA soldiers, both interested in diamonds in the area. The 
RUF had re-emerged from the forest shortly after the NPRC coup and 
shocked the country by taking its main diamond town, Koidu in Kono 
District, in October 1992. The front, if it may be called that, then shifted 
back and forth, the SLA retaking and once more losing Koidu through 
1992 and 1993. By 1994, the RUF was threatening the city of Bo and 
the main Sierra Leonean highways, began sorties into the North and 
commenced the taking of foreign hostages. 

The Kamajors were a response to this encroachment in the South and 
were the most successful of the militias. They were based on the myths 
of ‘traditional’ hunters’ guilds and employed locally feared psychological 
weapons and protective charms.” The spiritual underpinnings of the con- 
flict, where the violence is seen as inextricably linked to the spirit world, 
show some similarities to Liberia but the degradation and bastardisation 
of the Poro secret societies and the consumption of human organs were 
not as marked.” It was not, however, just the Kamajors who considered 
spiritual elements important: all forces were concerned with charms and 
‘witchcraft’ or juju—spiritual power associated with ‘traditional’ beliefs 
and used with both good and ill intentions—as a means of increasing 
combat readiness. Indeed, provided the juju was strong enough and the 
process enacted properly, it was a widespread belief that even enemy bul- 
lets would lose their effectiveness. It was, though, the Kamajors who kept 
the ‘use of magic at the core of their movement’ and used it as a source 
of military tactics.” In a similar vein, a sociocultural explanation of the 
Sierra Leone conflict focuses on ambiguity and concealment in the 
Mende world and how these traits are the result of past violence.” Within 
the RUF, observations have been made of the use of secret knowledge to 
create social alternatives.” 

‘The successful mobilisation and coherency of the Kamajors clearly 
built on notions of common identity and spirituality, but one might also 
see the Kamajors and the RUF as thoroughly modern phenomena. While 
the Kamajors developed from localised ideas of self-defence, there were 
also interests in diamond mining,” child recruitment and attacks on civil- 
ians and abuse of captives which increased as their role expanded”—the 
TRC estimated that 6 per cent of all atrocities were committed by mili- 
tias, predominantly by Kamajors.”° They were also politically aligned with 
and favoured by the SLPP after the party won the elections in 1996. 
Indeed, the use of magic in the war in Sierra Leone has been described 
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as ‘appropriate and logical’ given that the spiritual realm is widely seen 
as a ‘resource for activity that requires significant power.” It is also 
unclear to what extent contemporary violence in Sierra Leone can be 
rooted in the history of certain ethnic groups. Kamajor organisation, 
however, was so effective as to then be replicated in other regions, pro- 
ducing the Donsos amongst the Konos in the East, and the Gbethis and 
the Kapras, comprising mainly Temnes, in the North. Important to note, 
most were built on chiefly and ‘traditional’ authority. 

It would appear that ethnicity played a major role in the conflict. In 
fact, it was just another factor amongst many and did not play nearly the 
role it played, for instance, in Liberia. Clearly, the RUF began its days as 
an anti-APC movement of the South and East, the army was predomi- 
nantly Northern and the militias identified by ethnicity. However, Sankoh 
was a Northerner, the Kamajors were set up to counter both the RUF 
and SLA, and the NPRC military regime was infiltrated by SLPP pol- 
iticians, like Benjamin, and headed after the January 1996 palace coup 
by a Mende officer, Maada Bio. The Kamajors predictably sided with the 
SLPP, but the sobel phenomena and the 1997-98 military junta were 
strange alliances of army and RUF. It appears that ethnicity mattered, 
just as it does in politics, but it had many other competing nodes of moti- 
vation in the conflict. This rather muddies the waters in the New Wars 
thesis which emphasises a post-Cold War shift towards identity as a 
cause of conflict.” As has been noted, if ethnicity is such a ready tool for 
mobilisation, then some African rebels have proved remarkably poor at 
using their ‘ethnic capital’.” Importantly for the future, there were never 
any aims to secede on ethnic or any other grounds. Finally, given the reli- 
gious tolerance in Sierra Leone, it is no surprise that Islam and Christi- 
anity played very little part in the war. 

Such were the Kamajors’ knowledge of local terrain and their coher- 
ence as a fighting force that in 1995—96 the RUF was once more driven 
back. The Kamajors were considerably aided in this reversal by Strass- 
er’s resort to the South African mercenary firm Executive Outcomes, 
following the March 1995 RUF capture of Mile 38, an important high- 
way town close to the capital. In exchange for future mining conces- 
sions, Executive Outcomes arrived with around 300 men, helicopters, 
troop transporters, considerable weaponry and experience in fighting 
for both UNITA and MPLA in Angola. In alliance with the SLA and 


Kamajors, to whom training was also given, and a few Nigerian and 
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Guinean troops already in the country, the war was swiftly brought 
under control. So much so that elections could be held in February and 
March 1996 and the peace negotiations started under Maada Bio car- 
ried through to the Abidjan Accord signed by Sankoh and the new 
President Kabbah in November. 

‘There is not one cause of the Sierra Leonean civil war. Indeed, con- 
sidering the country’s compact geography and relatively even population 
distribution, one might conclude that it is not a prime candidate for con- 
flict, like for example Congo/Zaire.® It is quite clear that there were con- 
siderable mercenary intentions within the leadership and foot-soldiers 
of the RUF and other factions—intentions which probably escalated over 
time—and terrible violence against civilians. There was little official rebel 
ideology, a poor national army and considerable outside interference. 
However, a conclusion centred on these factors would ignore a multitude 
of other reasons why a singularly unconvincing rebel leadership could 
maintain a rebellion over a decade. Mostly young fighters had national 
and most likely overwhelmingly local reasons for joining, or not leaving, 
one of the factions. These might hinge on their experience of marginal- 
isation and brutalisation in urban slums or the diamond areas, at the 
hands of some gerontocratic chiefs, or with a peculiarly distanced, venal 
and patronising elite. There was indeed a crisis of the neo-patrimonial 
system and it underpinned much of the resentment, anger and even mer- 
cenarism. While colonialism had established the political environment, 
the APC had contributed considerably to the crisis. Joining a faction 
gave outlet to frustrations, a way out of an unsatisfactory position in soci- 
ety and the means to redress one’s situation. The war itself created fur- 
ther reasons to fight. Importantly, though, secessionism and religion were 
never motives and the role of ethnicity was blurred and not nearly as sig- 
nificant or deep-seated as in Liberia or Rwanda. There was a lull in the 
war in 1996 and Sierra Leone returned briefly to more familiar preoc- 
cupations, but for all the reasons given above, this was not to be the end. 
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There were no illusions that the war was over in 1996, even if there were 
a few optimistic signs. The country indeed returned briefly to more famil- 
iar activities with the elections. There even followed a peace deal. The 
war, however, shifted once more with another military coup in 1997 and 
the subsequent junta, a re-location northwards and a highly destructive 
and horrific invasion of the capital, whilst continuing its overall patterns 
of violence. Novel in the war were the interventions of states and inter- 
national organisations, in particular Nigeria, Britain, Guinea and the 
UN. Indeed these interventions were not only quite extraordinary and 
sometimes forerunners of their kind in this post-Cold War environment, 
they also became highly significant in the ebb and flow and the ultimate 
conclusion of the war. 

Strasser instigated the democratisation process, but once it began to 
emerge that his intention was to lower the age-limits in the constitution 
and stand, he was removed by Maada Bio. Despite clear misgivings in 
the military, some of whom were accused of attacking the Interim 
National Election Commission (INEC) offices in Freetown and the 
home of its chairman, the former UN Under Secretary General James 
Jonah, Maada Bio stuck to the task. Notwithstanding this perseverance, 
and given his instigation of talks with the RUF, it is still not clear which 
camp in the military he belonged to, but he was later able to reap some 
reward as the SLPP presidential candidate in 2012 by positioning him- 
self as both a democrat and a bringer of peace. A National Consultative 
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Council (NCC), with good civilian representation, twice agreed—either 
side of the coup—to forge ahead with the elections. Although the RUF 
was involved at this time in peace talks, there was certainly no peace 
accord or RUF political involvement, and there was continuing, albeit 
lower-level, violence in the countryside. The RUF claimed effective con- 
trol over parts of the East; any travel by road remained hazardous out- 
side the Western Area; and a November UN estimate revealed that up 
to 50 per cent of the population, some two million people, had been dis- 
placed. Some inside and outside the military were concerned to have 
‘peace before elections’, but the NCC voted with a large majority to go 
ahead, as planned, on 26 February. 

‘The elections were unsurprisingly flawed, but they did reach some sort 
of a conclusion.’ Beyond the assaults on INEC, Kabbah’s home was also 
attacked and the editor of the For di People newspaper and later APC 
Minister of Employment, Youth and Sports, Paul Kamara, was shot and 
injured. The RUF sent a severe symbolic warning of the dangers of vot- 
ing by amputating hands, and on the first-round Election Day the reb- 
els attacked Bo and centres close to Makeni and Kenema. Security in the 
South and East was provided by Kamajors, worrying in itself given the 
partiality of the militia. In party political terms, however, these polls were 
more peaceful than Sierra Leone had experienced for a long time. Cam- 
paigning was limited to the West, the North and urban centres and pock- 
ets of the South and East. For the first time, and largely as a result of the 
security situation, Sierra Leonean elections were arranged on a propor- 
tional representation lists system, although there were separate polls for 
President and Parliament. A little less than half the 1.6million registered 
voters turned out to vote in the first round, a figure, however, higher than 
expected given the security difficulties. 

In an unusual move, the SLPP did not choose a Mende leader. Kab- 
bah was a retired high-ranking UNDP official but he was also a Mand- 
ingo who could claim affiliations to the East through his birth in Kailahun 
District, to the North as he spent his early years in Kambia District, and 
to the South through his Mende mother and his Sherbro wife, Patricia. 
He even went to secondary school in Freetown. In ethno-regional terms, 
Kabbah had almost everything. He was in addition a Muslim. In direct 
opposition to Kabbah was the returning Northern and Christian vet- 
eran, John Karefa-Smart. Although religion is not a significant line of 
political cleavage in Sierra Leone, if elected Kabbah would be the first 
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Muslim President.? On the other hand, both his wife and his running 
mate, Albert Joe Demby, were Christians. Kabbah had also been a high- 
ranking civil servant in the SLPP-era Ministry of Trade and Industry. 
However, the 1967 Beoku-Betts report under the NRC military govern- 
ment described Kabbah as lacking the integrity to hold high office, a 
point gleefully raised by his opponents. In his autobiography, Kabbah 
noted that it was a case of mistaken identity.’ He returned to Sierra Leone 
in 1992 and became head of the National Advisory Council within the 
NPRC in 1994. One might also say he did not have a particularly char- 
ismatic touch for a presidential candidate, especially when compared with 
someone like Stevens. 

‘The first presidential round gave Kabbah 36 per cent and Karefa-Smart 
23 per cent, neither approaching the 55 per cent winning lead, and so 
there had to be a second round run-off between just these two contend- 
ers. In almost a mirror image of the presidential voting patterns, the SLPP 
took 27 of the 68 unreserved parliamentary seats while Karefa-Smart’s 
United National People’s Party (UNPP) took 17 seats and Thaimu Ban- 
gura’s People’s Democratic Party (PDP) 12. Bangura was a former one- 
party state era APC minister. The usual 12 seats were reserved for the 
election of Paramount Chiefs. Both the army-backed National Unity 
Party (NUP) led by the NPRC’s Finance Minister John Karimu and the 
discredited APC under Eddie Turay, later to become Ambassador to the 
UK under the late-2000s APC government, just crept over the 5 per cent 
threshold to gain a handful of seats. The Northern vote had shifted to the 
UNPP and PDP. Karefa-Smart and Bangura, at the head of essentially 
personalist party vehicles with no organisational history, won 57 and 43 
per cent of their total votes in the first round in the Northern Province. 
‘The Western Area was the most keenly fought, with the SLPP emerging 
only marginally ahead. However, it was the failure of either Northern pol- 
itician to pick up a winning majority in the West, and the division of 
Northern votes between the UNPP, the PDP and the APC, that did sig- 
nificant damage to the SLPP. The three Northern-based parties split 77 
per cent of the Northern vote between them. On the other hand, the 
SLPP was the sturdiest party and, despite a Mandingo leader, gained 80 
per cent in the Southern Province and around 50 per cent in the Eastern 
Province in both first-round elections. 

In the presidential run-off, in a move that mostly reflected political 
opportunism rather than ethno-regionalism, Bangura, Turay, Karimu and 
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the leader of the Kono party, Abu Aiah Koroma, threw their weight 
behind Kabbah. Although Karefa-Smart managed 78 per cent in the 
North, he could not beat Kabbah in the West and Kabbah took 92 per 
cent in the South and 90 per cent in the East. An increased turnout of 
around 65 per cent in an improved security situation apparently gave 
Kabbah victory. However, in a scenario that was to continue to plague 
subsequent elections, turnouts were over 100 per cent in Kenema and 
Kailahun Districts and 99.6 per cent in Bo District. There were obvious 
problems of displaced people but these figures were of course highly sus- 
pect. It was then agreed by the candidates and electoral officials that all 
ballots above the number of registered voters for a district were to be 
subtracted from Kabbah’s total, as each of these districts produced a Kab- 
bah win, and INEC thus deducted 70,000 votes from Kabbah.* The SLPP 
leader still won with 59 per cent of the vote. 

Although Karefa-Smart considered that ‘very serious violations of the 
law and the Constitution had taken place, he announced that he had 
acceded to Kabbah’s victory in the national interest. Notwithstanding 
the considerable irregularities, Kabbah had won largely through a united 
Southern and Eastern second round vote compared with a fractured 
Northern vote. Karefa-Smart’s UNPP then proceeded to rip itself apart 
while Kabbah formed a coalition government and appointed supportive 
non-SLPP politicians to the cabinet. Bangura became Finance Minis- 
ter and the former APC-era Attorney General and National Diamond 
Mining Company Managing Director Abu Koroma took up the post of 
Minister for Parliamentary and Political Affairs. After the elections, 
Jonah became Sierra Leone’s Ambassador to the UN, and then returned 
home to be SLPP Finance Minister from 1998 to 2001. 

It is indeed interesting that Sierra Leone had returned to business as 
usual in the electoral period. Ethno-regionalism, frail alliances, rigging 
and a population very keen to participate in elections despite the dangers 
had all reappeared in the very unfamiliar surroundings of war. Equally, 
the political methods of the ensuing Kabbah government, including cor- 
ruption, cronyism and harassment of opposition voices, did not strike 
many as significantly greater than what happened under previous regimes. 
However, the war was not resolved. The final major war-related event of 
1996 was the signing of the Abidjan Accord in November in the capital 
of Côte d'Ivoire. Many are sceptical about Sankoh’s commitment to this 
process and see his strategy of buying time for his rebellion in retreat as 
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similar to that used on many occasions by his mentor, Taylor, in Liberia. 
His duplicity in securing more funds from Libya, the opinions of some 
who attended the Abidjan talks on behalf of the RUF and then attempted 
an internal coup, and the lack of interest exhibited by the three accord 
guarantors, the OAU, the UN and the Commonwealth, are put forward 
as evidence of Sankoh’s real intentions.’ Others, however, were convinced 
that something positive could come out of the process.° Remarkably, and 
in an action for which it would be much criticised later, the British NGO 
International Alert answered an RUF plea and went into the bush in 
1995-96 to provide communication channels, assistance in the articula- 
tion of demands, and workshops, advice and documentation.’ 

After provisional ceasefires, agreed by the RUF in March with the 
NPRC and in April with the SLPP government, had reduced the vio- 
lence, the Accord stipulated a total cessation of hostilities. It went on to 
include an amnesty for all belligerents, a demobilisation process for many 
combatants including part of the SLA, the departure of Executive Out- 
comes after the deployment of an international monitoring group, a trust 
fund to assist in the RUF’s transformation from military force to polit- 
ical party, a commission for the consolidation of peace, and a social forum. 
It did not specify any governmental positions for the RUF, probably a 
reflection of its weakness at this point. Little of the agreement was, how- 
ever, to transpire and sceptics insist that the departure of the mercenar- 
ies was the overriding RUF goal. 

However, in the immediate aftermath of Abidjan, there was much 
about which to be positive. Violence was at a comparatively low level. 
A deal for half a billion US dollars worth of infrastructure reconstruc- 
tion had been agreed with international multilateral and bilateral donors. 
There did not appear to be indications that the coup of 25 May 1997 
was about to happen. It was however the nature of the residual violence, 
mostly skirmishes between Kamajors and the SLA, that held many of 
the warning signs. Most of the provisions in the Accord were not being 
implemented, except that in February 1997, under budgetary pressure 
from the IMF and in the mistaken expectation of the imminent arrival 
of a UN force, the contract with Executive Outcomes was terminated. 
The Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) pro- 
gramme had barely begun, but importantly there were no provisions at 
all for the Kamajors in the programme. Hinga Norman, by this point 
the effective leader of the Kamajors and a powerful player, was appointed 
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Deputy Defence Minister—Kabbah as President was Defence Minis- 
ter—and de facto head of the amalgamated and now semi-institution- 
alised Civil Defence Forces (CDF). Vice President Demby had also 
played a part in the Kamajors.* The SLPP had no trust in the SLA and 
hence the CDF became its security force and was rearmed rather than 
disarmed. With the threat of DDR hanging over the SLA, relations 
between the CDF and the SLA slowly worsened. 

Reasons for the May 1997 coup are then posited on several factors. 
First, the small band of soldiers who attacked Pademba Road Prison, 
released Johnny Paul Koroma and others, armed the freed convicts and 
took State House gave as their official justification the preferential treat- 
ment of an ethnic militia. Imprisoned for coup-plotting in late 1996 
but now appointed as coup leader, Koroma asserted that the Kamajors 
now outnumbered the SLA, and may have seen this development with 
a sense of shame.’ A second reason emphasises the junior ranks of the 
coup-plotters in the coup itself and in the ensuing Armed Forces Rul- 
ing Council (AFRC) and how these soldiers had been cut out of the 
patronage system by the higher ranks. The week-long mayhem fol- 
lowing the coup, including looting in what was termed ‘Operation Pay 
Yourself’, many deaths and the destruction of the Treasury Building, 
might be explained by this exclusion. A third reason, which emerged in 
a critique of the second, assumes that any institutional hierarchy had 
long since broken down in the SLA and that the coup was another 
symptom of the sobel phenomenon." 

All three explanations most likely hold some weight. The event was 
probably triggered by some forced retirements of officers in September 
1996, by the announcement of a cutback in subsidised rice for the army 
and by two serious clashes between the SLA and CDF immediately prior 
to the coup, one in Kenema and one, very importantly, in the Tongo 
Fields diamond mines. The sobel explanation does, however, have extra 
value when it is considered that one of the first actions of the AFRC was 
to invite the RUF to share power. ‘Maskita Bockarie led the RUF to 
Freetown to become part of the “People’s Army’ and Sankoh, in deten- 
tion in Nigeria for importing guns on his person, was declared AFRC 
Vice Chairman and Vice President of Sierra Leone in absentia. The 
AFRC proceeded to rule arbitrarily and with terror. However, just as the 
1967 and 1992 military coups had found some support amongst SLPP 
politicians, political enemies of the SLPP were accused of backing the 
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AFRC.” Other civilians took up governmental positions: for example 
Alimamy Pallo Bangura, former NPRC Ambassador to the UN and later 
the presidential candidate for the RUF in 2002, took up the post of Sec- 
retary of State for Foreign Affairs; and Victor Foh, at the time of writ- 
ing the Secretary General of the APC, became Chairman of the Board 
of the national telecommunications company, SIERRATEL. 

The AFRC were faced with considerably more and diverse enemies. 
Outside actors had arrived before when Executive Outcomes were 
deployed, but the first of several more long-lasting interventions came 
in the guise of the Nigerians. The small Nigerian force which had arrived 
beforehand under a bilateral agreement became a much larger ECO- 
MOG deployment and remained in control of the international airport 
at Lungi and in other sectors. Ostensibly, ECOMOG was an innovative 
regional variation on international peacekeeping which was becoming 
considerably more frequent in the post-Cold War world. In a world dom- 
inated by one superpower and a discourse that was beginning to place 
greater emphasis on ‘humanitarian intervention than on national sover- 
eignty, successive ECOMOG deployments in Liberia, Sierra Leone and 
Guinea-Bissau were largely unprecedented cases of African states inter- 
vening in other African states particularly on the basis of peacekeeping. 
However, it was clear from the start that ECOMOG and the Nigerian 
President Sani Abacha had taken a stance against the AFRC and RUF 
and that this was not to be peacekeeping as such. 

The Nigerian position in Sierra Leone is interesting in that it was a 
decidedly non-democratic military regime coming to the aid of a dem- 
ocratically-elected government against a military junta. The first deploy- 
ment of ECOMOG in Liberia in 1990 was predominantly Nigerian and 
was effectively sent to prop up Doe’s encircled Liberian government 
against Taylor’s incursion. It was driven by notions of Nigeria as a regional 
hegemon and self-appointed policeman and by fears of the precedent of 
rebels being allowed to take power. It was also underscored by the lin- 
guistic divide in West Africa. The Francophone states of Burkina Faso, 
Côte d'Ivoire and, more or less, France supported Taylor’s invasion into 
an Anglophone country, while Anglophone troops from Nigeria and 
Ghana comprised ECOMOG. There are clear echoes of the Nigerian 
civil war in the late 1960s when some Francophone states supported the 
Biafran secession, which would have broken up the Nigerian behemoth, 
and the UK backed the Federal Government. Indeed, it might also be 


107 


SIERRA LEONE: A POLITICAL HISTORY 


noted that in countries with politicised militaries such as Nigeria, it is a 
good idea to have an outlet for armed forces’ activity—be it military or 
economic—and to keep some of them as far away from power as possi- 
ble. ECOMOG rapidly became peace-enforcers and essentially took 
sides in the conflict, but fought hard whilst also engaging in looting and 
earning the moniker ‘Every Car Or Moveable Object Gone’. Abacha was 
only just beginning to withdraw the troops from Liberia,when they were 
required in larger numbers in Sierra Leone. Reasons for deployment 
across the border would have been similar to those in Liberia except for 
the additional need for Abacha to divert international criticism of his 
regime. In both cases—and notwithstanding the considerable effort, loss 
of life and eventual outcomes—peacekeeping or rescuing democracy was 
not really the issue. 

Petrol and arms sanctions were placed on the junta by the UN and 
ECOWAS, the Nigerian navy blocked access to Freetown harbour and 
Nigerian jets somewhat recklessly bombed military locations in Free- 
town. The Kamajors, abolished by Koroma and then targeted by the 
AFRC, were of course also in opposition. Hinga Norman, one of the 
very few deposed ministers to remain in the country, stayed to organise 
the CDF. On the evidence of this and other actions, his later SLSC 
indictment was seen by many Sierra Leoneans and others including the 
British High Commissioner of the time, Peter Penfold, who worked with 
him, as unjust." Brave civilian resistance came in demonstrations by a 
consortium of civil society groups including the Sierra Leone Associa- 
tion of Journalists (SLAJ), whose members had been targeted by the 
junta, and the Women’s Movement for Peace, led by Zainab Bangura, 
whose political role was set to increase significantly in both societal and 
governmental spheres. 

Finally, strong support for Kabbah and the tabling of sanctions against 
the junta at the UN came from another new and highly significant inter- 
national angle: the new Labour government of Tony Blair in the UK. Kab- 
bah appeared at the UN and the Commonwealth Heads of Government 
Meeting in Edinburgh and the UK supported the government-in-exile 
in Conakry. The Sandline affair, however, raised the bar. Despite a sub- 
sequent British parliamentary inquiry into UN sanctions-busting by the 
British mercenary firm Sandline and the Canadian mining company 
DiamondWorks, it was still not clear exactly who was involved in the 
import of arms and logistics. It also appeared that many, if not all, of the 
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shipments arrived too late or were intended not for the Sierra Leonean 
CDF but for the Nigerians. However, despite the Legg Report’s con- 
clusion that arms had been shipped against UN sanctions which the UK 
had proposed and that the Foreign and Commonwealth Office was 
briefed, Penfold was pinpointed as the coordinator. He was retired from 
service, the blame at the British end effectively being placed squarely on 
his shoulders. Conversely, in Sierra Leone he was treated as a hero by 
many and subsequently made a Paramount Chief." 

The level of British support in 1997-98 and the subsequent deploy- 
ment of British troops in 2000 and intense post-war support were, and 
are, indeed extraordinary. Unlike in World War II when the Freetown 
deepwater port was essential for shipping, or even, to a lesser extent, in 
the Cold War when each African country was a gain for East or West, 
Sierra Leone in the post-Cold War era is not of global strategic impor- 
tance. Equally, Sierra Leone is not in Britain’s backyard as it is in Nige- 
ria’s. It is also hard to see where any significant material interests to Britain 
lay in what were quite expensive and to some extent politically danger- 
ous projects. Reasons for this remarkable involvement then range from 
the personal through to the political, although somewhat different from 
the political motives of Nigeria. Much advertised, the personal commit- 
ment appears to come from Blair’s connection through his father’s time 
as a teacher in Sierra Leone. 

Politically, several reasons coalesce. First, the ‘ethical foreign policy’ 
of Britain’s Foreign Secretary in 1997-8, Robin Cook, fitted with the 
idea of assisting a democratically elected government, particularly in a 
former British colony and especially in this post-Cold War climate. 
Second, there were the stirrings of a more belligerent notion of ‘liberal 
peace’, which developed from Sierra Leone and Kosovo to Afghanistan 
and Iraq, all countries where British forces took part in action. One 
could argue a crucial role for Sierra Leone in the ramping up of Brit- 
ish foreign policy, particularly as both Kosovo and Sierra Leone were 
portrayed as successful interventions on which future intercessions were 
partly modelled. Like Nigeria’s, Britain’s intervention in Sierra Leone 
was of a decidedly partisan nature. Third, and the closest to a Nigerian 
view, is the idea that Britain has a significant role to play in global affairs, 
arising from either the legacy of its imperial past, its military efficiency 
or its practical need to justify its seat on the UN Security Council, 
requiring action of this sort. Not long before, in 1993, the then Con- 
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servative government’s Foreign Secretary, Douglas Hurd, had declared 
that Britain should continue to ‘punch above its weight’ in the world. 
Finally, it has also been noted that ‘doing good’ in Africa remains or has 
re-emerged as an important strain of thinking, or perhaps even an emo- 
tional feeling, which now runs through all major British political par- 
ties. In particular under Blair, Africa represented a safe area of policy 
that appeared to transcend politics and on which the vast majority of 
politicians and the public could largely, if rather superficially, agree." 
On the African side, both the British and Nigerian interventions were 
vital for the Kabbah government. Indeed, after the war, Blair became 
the second British Paramount Chief in Sierra Leone. 

As the Conakry Peace Plan negotiated by ECOWAS in October 1997 
began to founder, it was not just Kabbah and British elements who were 
turning to the idea of removal of the AFRC by force. CDF forces engaged 
with the ‘People’s Army’ upcountry and, in alliance with ECOMOG, 
now numbering 10,000 Nigerian soldiers under General Maxwell Khobe, 
struck Freetown and quickly took the city in early February 1998. 
Koroma, Bockarie and the junta soldiers fled eastwards and northwards, 
bringing the war and the abuses to locations in the North which had 
hitherto been relatively quiet. However, Kabbah and his government 
returned on 10 March and ECOMOG rapidly secured the bulk of the 
country including the diamond areas. Khobe became another foreign 
hero and was subsequently made Chief of Defence Staff of what was left 
of the SLA, while Abacha gave his name to a commercial street in the 
East End of the capital. 

Despite this victory, the war was not finished and there would be one 
more catastrophic event before the beginning of the end. In Freetown, 
the SLPP government continued where it had left off, Kabbah seem- 
ingly unable or unwilling to keep his officials in check. In addition, on 
the watch of the SLPP Attorney General and future Vice President Sol- 
omon Berewa, 24 soldiers were court-martialled and executed for trea- 
son, simultaneously bringing condemnations from abroad and aggravating 
the difficulties with the SLA. Others, including Sankoh who had been 
handed over by the Nigerians, the former APC Acting Mayor of Free- 
town Nancy Steele, the journalist (and at the time of writing APC Min- 
ister of Information) Ibrahim Ben Kargbo, Foh, and several AFRC 
ministers were sentenced to death and awaited their appeals. Momoh 
was found not guilty of treason and escaped the death penalty but was 
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found guilty on two charges of conspiracy. In the countryside, rebel forces 
regrouped under Bockarie in the East and the NPRC and AFRC vet- 
eran Solomon Musa in the North. Koroma appears to have been ren- 
dered powerless at this point and held by the RUF in Kailahun District. 
‘The two groups proceeded to take back Koidu, then Makeni, then Water- 
loo from the ECOMOG forces now bolstered to 15,000. It appears that 
Nigerians had joined in the mercenary activities and were digging for 
diamonds and sometimes selling arms to their opponents.'® ‘The attack 
on Koidu captured a large arms stockpile but it was also reported that 
Ukrainian and South African mercenaries were re-arming and training 
AFRC and RUF forces, which had in any case left Freetown with con- 
siderable amounts of weaponry.” 

‘The rebel attack on Freetown on 6 January 1999 could not then have 
been a complete surprise. Not only were rebel forces moving closer and 
closer to the capital, striking nearby Hastings in the New Year, but Bock- 
arie had already announced ‘Operation No Living Thing’ on the BBC. This 
became the moniker of the invasion and the destruction and killing in 
the ensuing two week battle for Freetown lived up to the name.” Start- 
ing with attacks before dawn on the East End, the amalgamation of 
AFRC and RUF forces proceeded to central Freetown and, once more, 
to Pademba Road Prison, where many had been kept after the demise of 
the junta.” Sankoh, perhaps one of the key RUF reasons for the attack, 
had been transferred from Pademba Road Prison just prior to the inva- 
sion. Most important, on their way through the city, the rebels used var- 
ious familiar means to inflict terror on the citizens including executions, 
rape, amputations, the burning of households in their homes, human 
shields and abductions. To some extent the killings and destruction were 
targeted at the wealthy, the politically aligned, the educated, police offi- 
cers and stations, judges, journalists and Nigerians. Much, though, 
appeared to be arbitrary violence. In their ultimately successful attempt 
to hold on to West Freetown and fight back across the capital, ECO- 
MOG troops were also involved in many summary executions. 

‘The operation finally brought Sierra Leone to significant world atten- 
tion. This was because the scale of the extreme violence in a crowded cap- 
ital eclipsed all previous violence in Sierra Leone, and as such it was also 
portrayed as yet another example of African savagery. It has been referred 
to as ‘a kind of madness with no other method than to experience a nihil- 
istic frisson.” Indeed, this is the part of the war which is the most diff- 
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cult to explain in any other terms than a lunatic aberration. As a student 
noted at the time, if their operation aims to kill every living thing, what 
are they then going to rule?” Overt political ambitions such as seizing 
state power or terror as a political weapon were in evidence but these fac- 
tors, allied to the mercenary intentions and the feared and drugged child 
soldiers who knew little other than the RUF, still do not explain the level 
of indiscriminate violence, much taking place in the impoverished East 
End of Freetown. We need to return to the psychological notions of fear, 
‘shame’ and ‘shamelessness’ on the one hand and revenge and anger 
towards a system that had betrayed people on the other.” Even further, 
there is the very plausible notion of inculcated ‘disgust’, wherein perpe- 
trators regarded civilians as dehumanised, as being of less worth or worth- 
less.” However bizarre, it has been noted that attackers had a sense that 
the violence was justified and a feeling of self-righteousness based on 
previous experiences before and during the war.” The world beforehand 
was grotesquely corrupt, unjust and humiliating to them and, from the 
confines of their new systematically brutalising enclave world where 
extreme violence was often rewarded and the dehumanisation of others 
routine, this was the response.” 

After two weeks of intense street-fighting, ECOMOG drove the 
attackers out of Freetown, from where they returned upcountry. Kabbah 
and his government returned from a second period in exile in Guinea. 
International efforts switched to a negotiated peace deal. The Bill Clin- 
ton administration in the US, in particular, but also the British and Nige- 
rians, were keen for a deal in the aftermath of 6 January and put pressure 
on a reluctant Kabbah to acquiesce. Clinton sent the Reverend Jesse Jack- 
son as his high profile envoy. Indeed, despite or perhaps because of Tay- 
lor’s closeness to France, including his visit to Paris in 1998, the US 
(sometimes in opposition to France in Africa) had begun to court Tay- 
lor, particularly through Jackson and the Black Congressional Caucus 
leader Donald Payne, and the pressure for negotiation can also be seen 
through this lens.” Kabbah agreed to the negotiations as he remained 
desperate for outside help and the Nigerians wanted to pull out. Abacha 
had died in office in June 1998 and the new military leader, Abdulsalam 
Abubakar, handed over to an elected president, Olusegun Obasanjo, in 
May 1999. Stretched finances, the loss of over 800 Nigerian lives, the 
allegations of smuggling, the unwillingness of other—particularly Fran- 
cophone—states to contribute, but perhaps most important of all, the 
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imperatives of a democratically elected government more sensitive to 
public opinion created a poor environment in Nigeria for the continua- 
tion of the ECOMOG operation. Kabbah thus needed the UN. Sankoh, 
still on appeal against a treason conviction, was released to attend the 
negotiations. Strangely, the former AFRC soldiers were not invited. The 
result, however, was the Lomé Accord signed in Togo in July 1999. 

The Accord included an immediate cessation of hostilities and an 
amnesty, although an attached UN disclaimer interpreted the amnesty 
as not applying to war crimes and crimes against humanity. Crucially, 
the Accord also stipulated power-sharing in a coalition government, with 
Sankoh becoming Vice President and simultaneously heading the com- 
mission overseeing gold and diamond production. Seven other ministe- 
rial posts went to the RUF. The Accord brought in more familiar 
international actors in the form of UN peacekeepers from India, Guinea, 
Kenya and Zambia as part of the new UN Mission in Sierra Leone 
(UNAMSIL) under the Indian Major General Vijay Jetley in order to 
gradually replace ECOMOG troops. A number of Nigerians swapped 
hats to join UNAMSIL. 

‘The deal was seen as disgraceful in some circles. First, it placed trust 
in Sankoh once again and many saw his posts, particularly that concern- 
ing diamonds, as a recipe for a return to war. Few trusted him not to use 
this time to rearm and even fewer saw him or the ministers on his side 
as serious political players or peacemakers. Seen in even the most gen- 
erous light, Jackson’s comparison of Sankoh with Nelson Mandela was 
at best ill-informed. Second, the amnesty was viewed as scandalous after 
6 January and impunity as a serious flaw. Finally, comparisons were made 
with events elsewhere, particularly with the trials of perpetrators in the 
former Yugoslavia and the hunt for Slobodan Milošević and Ratko 
Mladić.” Conveniently ignoring the International Criminal Tribunal for 
Rwanda, some saw racism at work in the international system and oth- 
ers argued that some countries were just geopolitically more important. 
‘These arguments hold some weight if commitment to international peace- 
keeping is the subject, but are less convincing where peace deals and war 
crimes trials are concerned. Instead, one might see the Lomé Accord as 
the last gasp of the 1990s inclusive peace deals before war crimes trials 
became the number one priority in global discourse. These themes will 
be revisited in the next chapter. 

As many predicted, the Accord quickly ran into trouble. Sankoh and 
the RUF were not able to politically benefit from the governmental 
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opportunity—those who might have used this period to consolidate had 
long since been removed. The virulent strain of anti-elitism was well- 
developed in the RUF. Instead Sankoh used his position to cut informal 
diamond deals and proved once again duplicitous in his actions. In effect, 
he was not able to accept the exchange of the physical hold over the dia- 
mond areas for the entitlement to market the gems.*” The SLPP also 
played a part with its reluctance to let the RUF take up the allotted posi- 
tions. With disarmament slow and US funding blocked by Republican 
Party initiatives against the Clinton administration, the RUF attacked 
and seized the weapons of Kenyan peacekeepers just after they arrived.*! 
In May 2000, just as ECOMOG was completing its withdrawal, the reb- 
els took a similar course of action which would have serious repercus- 
sions. In Makeni, 500 Zambian peacekeepers were taken hostage and 
their uniforms and arms used in attacks on other UNAMSIL units. The 
Zambians only returned to Freetown after a trip to Liberia; Taylor was 
later to claim in court that this was part of his role in the peace process. 
UNAMSIL was humiliated and the ructions between Jetley and Khobe 
were played out in public.” At the same time, rumours of an imminent 
Sankoh coup spread around the capital. 

‘The responses on this occasion were swift. British troops and heli- 
copters arrived in a remarkable unilateral venture which in many ways 
amplified the efforts of the UK in 1997-98. With a publicised role to 
evacuate foreign nationals, the mission was in effect designed, despite 
the absence of a UN mandate, to prop up UNAMSIL and the Kabbah 
government. The Clinton administration had come round to pro-Kab- 
bah, anti-RUF/Taylor British thinking.” In what was dubbed as ‘mis- 
sion creep’ the British Army soon became far deeper embroiled. At the 
same time, crowds rallied by civil society organisations, or in some read- 
ings by Kabbah’s government, surrounded Sankoh’s Freetown house. In 
the ensuing stand-off, twenty-one civilians were shot dead, the house 
was ransacked and Sankoh escaped, only to be arrested shortly after- 
wards and charged with the murder of the demonstrators. After its 
mauling, the UN seriously reviewed and upgraded the mission. The 
number of troops was increased rising to over 17,000 by March 2002, 
equipment was improved and the mission’s modus operandi became 
more aggressive. The Indians withdrew and Jetley was replaced with a 
more senior officer, the Kenyan Lieutenant General Daniel Opande. 
Finally, a UN Panel of Experts was set up to investigate the diamond 
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trade in the war and went on to recommend targeted sanctions on the 
RUF and Liberia, including Taylor, President of Liberia since 1997. 

‘The conflict was mostly over within 12 months of these events but the 
RUF and a faction of the AFRC, the West Side Boys, both had one more 
aggressive part to play in the conflict despite the presence of British forces 
and a revamped UNAMSIL. The interim leadership of the RUF was 
assumed in Sankoh’s absence by a poorly educated former Abidjan street 
seller, diamond smuggler and battlefield commander from the North, 
Issa Sesay. In September 2000, Liberian and RUF forces invaded Guinea. 
A combined force attacked from Kailahun District and Lofa County 
while the RUF invading from Kambia District reached a third of the way 
to the Guinean capital, Conakry. The Liberian support for the RUF inva- 
sion in 1991 and the attacks on Guinea in 2000 have similar features in 
that each could be seen as an attempt to topple a hostile regime, in the 
latter case of President Lansana Conté, and a source of looting. Both 
were also designed to flush out nascent anti-[aylor rebels. This time it 
was the Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy (LURD) 
rebels aiming to threaten Taylor’s hold on the presidency. After the inva- 
sion LURD proceeded to do just that. The Guinean army and air force 
were, however, to prove a much tougher opponent than the SLA. With 
backing from the US and UK, the Guineans could deploy helicopter gun- 
ships and fighter planes and routed the invaders. Allied with Sierra Leo- 
nean Donso militias and LURD fighters, they drove both sets of 
pro-Taylor forces back over the border, where the Guinean air force 
bombed camps in Sierra Leone and Liberia.* 

At around the same time, in August 2000, the West Side Boys cap- 
tured and held hostage eleven British soldiers in their camp on the Rokel 
River in the Occra Hills, just outside the Freetown Peninsula. Negotia- 
tions progressed falteringly and the rehabilitated Johnny Paul Koroma, 
in his new role as the post-Lomé Chairman of the Commission for the 
Consolidation of Peace, distanced himself from the West Side Boys and 
encouraged loyalist SLA soldiers. British troops had already repulsed RUF 
attacks on Freetown and Lungi Airport, but sixteen days after the hos- 
tage-taking British commandos attacked the West Side Boys camp. 
Reports noted at least twenty-four rebel deaths plus two hostages killed, 
one Sierra Leonean and one British. The West Side Boys, who had become 
a severe irritant to civilian traffic on the main upcountry highway and to 
UNAMSIL in this area, were finished as a going concern. To reinforce 
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the message, Britain doubled its armed forces in Sierra Leone in Novem- 
ber and its military prowess was openly displayed in what was advertised 
as a ‘show of strength’ by the British Army on beaches in Freetown. 

Finally, in March 2001, the UN placed sanctions on Liberia after the 
Panel of Experts’ report named Taylor, despite his protestations, as chief 
backer of the RUF. The sanctions included a ban on diamond exports, 
a travel ban on Liberian officials, the grounding of Liberian aircraft and 
a tightening of the arms embargo. Taylor clearly took this seriously and 
his response was to distance himself from the RUF. The supply and 
trade lines had in any case become more hazardous owing to the pres- 
ence of LURD in Liberian territory adjacent to Kailahun District, but 
the rapidly diminishing support from Taylor added significantly to the 
RUF’s difficulties. 

Weakened by its military defeats and by a variety of more concerted 
international pressures, and with a seemingly more conciliatory leader in 
Sesay, the RUF re-entered peace negotiations and began disarmament 
in earnest in April 2001. Sesay showed a lack of the duplicity which had 
characterised Sankoh’s dealings and seemed serious and influential. 
Although it was noted by some that he had most likely made his money 
already and that he had little choice by this time, his eventual indictment 
and trial by the SLSC seemed to others, including Kabbah, as unfair, or 
at least sending out the wrong signals elsewhere given his role in the final 
peacemaking. Remarkably, by January 2002, 72,000 combatants had been 
registered in the DDR process, of whom 24,000 were RUF and 37,000 
were CDF. The UK-led rebuilding of the new Republic of Sierra Leone 
Armed Forces (RSLAF) was augmented by 2,350 ex-combatants, two- 
thirds from the RUF and a third from the CDF, who were trained along- 
side the existing 12,000 troops.” A retired British police officer, Keith 
Biddle, headed the Sierra Leone Police. Despite the continuation of the 
conflict over the border where Taylor’s war against the LURD was inten- 
sifying and now drawing in Sierra Leonean fighters under the command 
of Bockarie, Kabbah could legitimately declare in January 2002 that the 
war in Sierra Leone was over. 

Equally remarkably, it was a partial military solution to a war, a rare 
ending to a conflict in Africa. The RUF was not in good shape militarily 
and the party derived from it, the RUFP, proved to be as politically inept 
as its parent organisation. There was, however, a peace deal and there was 
the concurrent threat of further violence. If not totally, there were indeed 
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victors in the war, in particular the SLPP, and the ensuing peace reflected 
this environment. It seems that whatever cause or motivation the RUF 
fighters had, it ultimately came to nothing for many of them. 

‘The appalling tragedy of the Sierra Leone civil war was built on his- 
torical conditions. We should consider the colonial legacy with the accom- 
panying inherited weak state and conservative elite, the co-existence of 
‘traditional’ orders and the ‘modern’ state, the urban-rural gap, and the 
concomitant difficulty in establishing accountable, let alone democratic, 
government. The APC regime then proceeded to exacerbate these struc- 
tural disconnections and divides. Outside regional and international influ- 
ences presented at least the triggers. Indeed, we might consider the rebels 
themselves as a key cause of the outbreak and format of the war. Inevi- 
tably all these factors played a part. Despite this being one of the most 
vicious of African civil wars, none of these factors should be inexplica- 
ble, indeed none appeared overnight, and we should always endeavour 
to trace the historical line of development. 

Its final ending, however, owed much to Nigerian, Guinean, British, 
US and UN action, although much of this was very late. Indeed, one 
might note the considerable outside involvement in concluding the war 
and, with a few notable exceptions, the shortage of Sierra Leonean polit- 
ical leadership to this end. Kabbah and his governments, whether at home 
or in exile, are seen as particularly ineffectual.*° The long list of foreign 
‘heroes’, from the Britons, Peter Penfold, Tony Blair and Keith Biddle, 
to the Nigerians, Maxwell Khobe and even Sani Abacha—albeit with a 
considerable number of foreign ‘villains’ as well—is testimony to the con- 
tinued and increasing importance of and, at certain crucial moments, the 
resort to and use of outsiders for domestic purposes, or ‘extraversion’.*” 
At the same time, the internationalisation of the war increased signifi- 
cantly towards the end and Sierra Leoneans could in any case exert less 
and less sway in its unfolding. 

On a broader scale, however, there are notions that conflict has histor- 
ically been a key part of the development process in Europe and else- 
where. Stronger and more coherent European states emerged over time 
from the need to defend themselves.** Equally, only half a century ago, 
Europe in particular but also many other parts of the world were simul- 
taneously subjected to and emerged changed from intense conflict. The 
European Union, the UN and decolonisation are seen as emerging out 
of this violence, and social changes within states attributed in some ways 


117 


SIERRA LEONE: A POLITICAL HISTORY 


to the conflict legacy are too myriad to mention. Violence could be viewed 
as ‘the social and political pangs of development’, which many or perhaps 
most societies go through, and not always a deviance from progress, as it 
is usually portrayed.” It is one of the few processes of such intensity to 
have the potential to instigate change. Outsiders clearly offer ways of 
ending conflict, although very limited possibilities of structural change 
within this process. However, whether the ensuing longer-term interna- 
tional involvement, coupled with the war and indeed post-war activities, 
have structurally changed the pre-war political and social environment 
in Sierra Leone is an area to be investigated in the subsequent chapters. 
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PLUS CA CHANGE? 2002-2007 


On 18 January 2002, Sierra Leoneans, including President Kabbah and 
the RUF interim leader Sesay, and international guests attended a peace 
ceremony and symbolic bonfire of decommissioned arms from the war. 
‘The war had officially ended and the prescribed disarmament and demo- 
bilisation period had for the most part been successfully completed, but 
there remained many issues. Some of these would be resolved in the 
national elections scheduled for 14 May. Others, though, from the incar- 
ceration of Sankoh to the upcoming Sierra Leone Special Court (SLSC) 
and Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), would take much 
longer to be answered. Most, encompassing the state and its relations 
with the people in the aftermath of the war, remain ongoing problems 
with which Sierra Leoneans and outside interests continue to wrestle. 

Much attention in the immediate aftermath was directed to the elec- 
tions. The government’s 1996 mandate had already been twice extended 
because of the security situation, and the elections delayed by five months. 
‘There were many, including political parties and NGOs, who still had 
serious reservations about the short timetable, especially given the large 
numbers of displaced people, the shattered infrastructure and the secu- 
rity conditions.’ Nevertheless, the election date stood. A District Block 
System (DBS) was chosen to fit the tight election timetable. Although 
an improvement on the nationwide lists system of 1996, it still meant dis- 
trict party lists for the allocation of seats and hence no independents. 
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‘There was no time for a census, so eight seats were allocated for each dis- 
trict no matter the size of the population. Separate polls for President 
and Parliament and twelve reserved seats for Paramount Chiefs were 
however maintained. Security was provided by the 17,000 UN troops but 
in any case, despite inter-party skirmishes, the RUFP leadership’s regu- 
larly stated rejection of violence in favour of the ballot box proved to be 
of some substance. Of an estimated total population of 4.8 million, a 
remarkable 2.34 million registered to vote in the limited time available. 

Unlike 1996, this was an election with an incumbent party and pres- 
ident.” Hence there was plenty of noise concerning bias. Attacks on the 
opposition by SLPP supporters, particularly stone-throwing and harass- 
ment in the SLPP heartland, were often reported. The most explosive 
situation occurred on the final day of campaigning and involved a clash 
of SLPP and RUFP rallies in the centre of Freetown when UNAMSIL 
had to intervene and some were injured. However, the general level of 
electoral violence was, if not as low as 1996, still low by comparison with 
the elections in the 1970s and 1980s. The SLPP enjoyed the benefit of 
the state machine behind its campaign, and there were many allegations 
of government facilities being used for SLPP purposes. SLPP advertis- 
ing hoardings with large full-colour images of their candidate appeared 
in greater quantity and in more prominent positions. The high-quality 
image of Kabbah placed on its own at the busy West Freetown junction 
of Congo Cross was indicative of resources available. Equally telling was 
a comparison between the quality and dominance of the SLPP banner 
in the central square of the Northern (and historically APC) town of 
Port Loko and the dilapidation of the temporary headquarters and adver- 
tisements of the APC in the Southern (and historically SLPP) city of 
Bo. The presidential candidate of the now reinvigorated APC, Ernest Bai 
Koroma, complained of the use of chiefs and ‘secret society’ leaders to 
intimidate APC supporters.* Working in the Commission for the Con- 
solidation of Peace and later to become SLPP Minister of Youth and 
Sports, Dennis Bright emphasised the very important political role of 
these societies, and the EU recognised that Paramount Chiefs had ‘exerted 
direct or indirect pressure in favour of the ruling party’.* 

There were also claims that the majority of NEC commissioners were 
SLPP supporters, or at least under the control of the ruling party owing 
to the embezzlement indictments hanging over the heads of three of the 
five commissioners. Inadequate registration facilities and materials in 
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Freetown contributed to a figure of only around 409,000 registered (com- 
pared with 295,000 in 1996) in a capital area swollen with displaced peo- 
ple. Despite the 1996 registration being badly affected by the war, the 
substantial increase in registered voters between 1996 and 2002 in the 
South and East was also viewed with suspicion. The numbers doubled in 
Kenema District, and increased more than threefold in Bonthe and five- 
fold in Moyamba District. The US Embassy was not alone in noting ‘the 
significant numbers of children under the age of 18’ who were registered.° 
‘There was an Exhibition Phase of the Provisional Voter Register, but the 
NEC Commissioner for the South, where under-age registration was 
reported to be at its worst, stated that to his knowledge no one had been 
removed from the list in the whole of his region.° Also working in the 
SLPP’s favour, although probably not by design, was the DBS. Having 
eight MPs for both Western Area East, with 240,000 voters, and the 
SLPP stronghold Bonthe, with 70,000 voters, invites suspicion. How- 
ever, the average district size differed less dramatically, around 174,000 
in the North and West where the APC was stronger, compared with 
around 160,000 in the SLPP-dominated South and East. 

Election Day showed fewer signs of irregularities. Turnout was nom- 
inally 82 per cent, but even given the uncertainty over numbers this was 
once again an impressive figure. Transfer voting for internally displaced 
people who had moved since their original registration was allowed but 
NEC made a sudden policy change while voting was underway, allow- 
ing those with valid voter ID cards to vote where they were registered or 
those with transfer slips to vote at the places whence they had trans- 
ferred, whether or not their names appeared on the registration lists. This 
led to some confusion and an uneven application, but not to specifically 
attributable irregularities. However, the most crucial anomalies appeared 
after Election Day during the count, with the re-emergence of highly 
questionable turnout figures in SLPP strongholds. In an unsettling 
reminder of 1996, unlikely 98 and 94 per cent turnouts were recorded in 
the Southern district of Bonthe and in the Eastern district of Kenema, 
which was suspect especially when compared with the 68 per cent and 
75 per cent average turnouts in the Northern Province and Western Area. 
Even more suspect were 104 per cent figures in the districts of Kailahun 
in the East and Pujehun in the South. Population shifts were blamed, 
but the excuses were even less convincing than in 1996. 

‘The result was a landslide. In 1996, Kabbah had polled just 36 per cent 
in the first round and 59 per cent in the two-candidate run-off. In 2002, 
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he doubled his 1996 first-round vote and avoided a second round alto- 
gether by polling 70 per cent of the vote, ahead of Ernest Koroma in sec- 
ond place with 22 per cent and Johnny Paul Koroma a distant third with 
3 per cent. Most of the South and East fell as expected to Kabbah, but 
it was the 87 per cent in Kono District which was unusual. Even more 
so were the 67 per cent in Koinadugu District, the 60 per cent in Kam- 
bia District and the 29 per cent in Port Loko District, compared with 
4.3, 6.5 and 2.9 per cent respectively in the first-round 1996 elections, 
which made the largest difference. Kabbah outperformed his party, but 
the SLPP victory was still a landslide and roughly mirrored the presi- 
dential results. The incumbent party took 68 per cent of the nationwide 
vote, compared with 36 per cent in 1996, and increased its number of 
seats in Parliament from 27 of 68 to an overwhelming 83 of the 112 
available. The SLPP won every seat in the South and East, but like Kab- 
bah made crucial and significant inroads into the North and West. In 
1996, the party managed just 4 per cent and 25 per cent of the vote in 
the North and West, but this time it took six out of eight seats in Koin- 
adugu District (61 per cent of the vote), five out of eight in Kambia Dis- 
trict (56 per cent), three out of eight in Port Loko District (26.5 per 
cent), four out of eight in West-West (45.5 per cent) and five out of eight 
in West-East (46 per cent). Indeed, the SLPP could almost claim to be 
a nationwide party, since it gained seats in every district. 

A revamped APC managed to win back many of the votes that had 
temporarily transferred to the UNPP and PDP in 1996, gaining 21.5 
per cent of the national vote leading to 27 seats, 22 of 40 in the North 
and 5 of 16 in the West. The new Peace and Liberation Party (PLP), led 
by Johnny Paul Koroma, was the final party to emerge with tangible suc- 
cess as it won two seats in the West district of the Western Area. How- 
ever, the UNPP, again led by John Karefa-Smart, failed to win a seat, as 
did Zainab Bangura’s new Movement for Progress (MOP) and the 
RUFP. The latter party, with Pallo Bangura as its presidential candidate, 
polled just 2.2 per cent nationwide, peaking at 7.8 per cent in Kailahun 
District but still not enough for a seat. All opposition parties eventually 
accepted the results although still claiming many irregularities. Interna- 
tional observers gave the elections a relatively clean bill of health and the 
domestic observation was not at all concerned.’ On this occasion, noth- 
ing was done to correct the over-voting, perhaps because the outcome 
was so overwhelming. Indeed, an assessment of the results would prob- 
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ably be that the landslide vote and the SLPP representation in Parlia- 
ment were inflated, either by centrally contrived fraud or by mere 
administrative inadequacies, but not by enough to change the overall 
SLPP victory. 

One might see the return of the APC in its role as the party of the 
North as the partial restoration of the post-colonial party political order. 
‘The party was deliberately painted as the new APC with a brand new 
and youthful leader in order to nullify the negative connotations with 
the past, while still maintaining many of the stalwarts of old. Ernest 
Koroma, often referred to as simply ‘Ernest’, was not yet 50 and over 20 
years Kabbah’s junior. He had been the Managing Director of the Reli- 
ance Insurance Trust Corporation (Ritcorp) from 1988 to 2002. Koroma 
was a Christian, a Temne and an APC man from Makeni, but claimed 
to have had limited connections to the ancien régime. His wife, Sia 
Nyama, came from Kono and, in an indication of the continued small 
size and sometimes incestuous closeness of the elite, was the daughter of 
the SLPP cabinet minister and Kono ‘big-man’ Abu Aiah Koroma. The 
resurrection of the APC from its 5 per cent vote in 1996 was indeed 
remarkable and was testimony to its brand name, the return of members 
and patronage funds and, to a degree, Koroma’s new look. At the same 
time, the octogenarian Karefa-Smart and his fractured UNPP and the 
treacherous PDP, which had split in two and whose original leader 
Thaimu Bangura had passed away in 1999, made rather unpromising 
Northern opposition material. Cries of Owei Osei (‘the sun is hot’, refer- 
ring to the APC party symbol), while generally not as ubiquitous as Wu- 
teh-teh (‘abundance ’ or ‘a big majority’) from SLPP supporters, were often 
heard in the campaign and the final APC rally in Freetown was indeed 
impressive and painted the city red. 

It is generally thought that Johnny Paul Koroma gained his votes from 
a curious mixture of armed forces allegiances and born-again Christian- 
ity. However, despite his depiction as the ‘Angel’ of the PLP, it would 
appear that the bulk of his votes, 16 per cent in the West-West district, 
came from the large barracks in this area, particularly when it is consid- 
ered that the PLP won the majority of votes in the leaked results of the 
special early elections held for election staff, mostly consisting of mili- 
tary and police personnel. On the other hand, the reformist MOP made 
little headway despite Zainab Bangura’s activist record and public face 
during the Johnny Paul Koroma junta’s rule and afterwards with the 
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Campaign for Good Governance, most likely because of the party’s reluc- 
tance or inability to play the patronage game.’ 

The RUFP, however, is another story altogether. The electoral collapse 
of the RUFP might simply be explained by its brutal wartime reputation 
and its vilification inside and outside Sierra Leone. However, the equally 
brutal and vilified Renamo had performed significantly better in the 1994 
Mozambican elections. The collapse is then not as straightforward as one 
might initially think. There were several short term and long term rea- 
sons why the results were so poor. In the short term, despite the wealth 
of some individuals, the official party was chronically short of funding 
and many within the party remained under UN sanctions and so unable 
to travel to raise funds. Party supporters became disillusioned with lead- 
ers, in particular Sesay, and were attracted by the lure of the other par- 
ties. The RUFP had neither the collective will nor the organisation to 
create a credible patronage machine to match the SLPP or even the APC, 
the latter notably being a party which had successfully rejuvenated its 
own machine and overcome its violent image. Ethnic schisms in the 
RUFP furthered the exodus to the regionally-defined parties.’ The pres- 
idential candidate, Pallo Bangura, even considered changing the name 
of the party to reduce the adverse publicity, but feared amplifying the 
North-South schism or ‘Northernisation developing in the party and so 
increasing the haemorrhage of supporters." 

Many ex-combatants did not view Bangura, relatively new to the group, 
as the rightful RUFP leader. Bangura was an intellectual: he was an alum- 
nus of the School of Oriental and African Studies in London, had been 
a lecturer at Fourah Bay College and had held ambassadorial and min- 
isterial positions during the military interregnums and in the RUF/SLPP 
coalition. He could speak articulately and in the language required of a 
political party leader in front of an international audience. However, anti- 
intellectualism within the RUF/P was not confined to Sankoh. The lead- 
ership mantle clearly belonged to the jailed and increasingly sickly 
Sankoh, and even Bangura acknowledged that without Sankoh’s leader- 
ship the ‘intense loyalty’ and ‘personal contact’ were much diminished. 
Despite fielding a full complement of candidates in ten of the fourteen 
districts, the RUFP was conspicuous by its absence on the campaign trail. 
Some candidates were more concerned with establishing themselves in 
post-conflict life through ‘projects’ which might attract NGO funding 
than with anything political." With the party riven by internal but pub- 
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lic disputes over leadership and the disappearance of money, and with 
little communication between leaders and down the hierarchy, the pres- 
idential candidate left the capital on just one occasion.” 

However, the long term trajectory of the group underpinned the more 
immediate problems. The failure of the RUF leadership to increase polit- 
ical capacity and to prepare for life after conflict is undoubtedly reflected 
in the failure of the party at the polls. This might be contrasted with the 
relative success of another military-linked party, the PLP, in putting 
together some sort of party structure through which it could maintain 
and even broaden its support." At the same time, international policy 
towards the RUFP mirrored the predominant view within the country 
that this was a case of good riddance. In the new post-millennium inter- 
national environment of post-conflict justice and exclusion and British 
and US pro-Kabbah, anti- RUF/Taylor thinking, the RUF was certainly 
not in line for a fund to facilitate its transformation into a political party, 
as the 1999 Lomé Accord had stipulated and as Renamo had obtained 
to its benefit in Mozambique. Bangura was well aware of the timing of 
this election relative to world affairs. He described a new epoch, partic- 
ularly after the events of 11 September 2001, and the now regular ‘ref- 
erences to terrorists and courts etc’. The forthcoming indictments of the 
SLSC were in his opinion a ‘Sword of Damocles over the RUFP’."* The 
RUFP, though, was utterly ill-equipped and seemed largely unwilling to 
argue its case. 

The SLPP certainly benefited from its opponents’ problems and its 
position as incumbent, but this does not quite explain the extent of the 
victory, especially when comparison is made with the closeness of pre- 
vious competitive elections. Equally, ethno-regionalism does not explain 
the inroads into the North. It is also not attributable to policy: in a 
refreshingly frank remark, the APC Secretary General admitted that 
all the manifestos were basically the same.’ Probably the single most 
important contributor to the SLPP cause, after its Southern and East- 
ern strongholds and its position as incumbent, was the uncertain secu- 
rity environment. 

It is remarkable that Kabbah’s reputation as an indecisive, feeble pres- 
ident was transformed in just one year into that of the nation’s saviour. 
Many viewed Kabbah, rightly or wrongly, as the bringer of peace, of the 
British Army, of ECOMOG and of the UN, in that order of desirabil- 


ity. His perceived critical connections to the international community, 
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particularly in Britain and within the UN, were seen to have ensured the 
huge foreign interventions, and would more likely guarantee their return 
if the need arose in the future: indeed a further example of external reli- 
ance and/or usage. Nothing was said internationally to modify this view- 
point and the UN had already commended the government of Sierra 
Leone for its efforts in ending the war.'° Kabbah and the party grew 
increasingly confident with the slogan, ‘We promised and we delivered’, 
declared loudly on t-shirts and banners. This could only refer to the end 
of the war, given their delivery of very little else and despite their taking 
five years of rule to deliver that achievement. Regardless of its unrealis- 
tic title, the SLPP’s ‘Million Man March’ captured the zeitgeist of the 
1995 US demonstration of the same name, eclipsed the last rally of the 
APC, filled the National Stadium to overflowing and showed the con- 
fidence of the party. Kabbah’s perceived ability to attract international 
money, again through his connections, may also have contributed. A frank 
announcement was reported from an SLPP loudspeaker van in Makeni, 
which declared that if ‘Kabbah go’ then ‘UN go, white man go, money 
go.” Eight months after the elections, the Minister of Transport and 
Communications, Prince Harding, was still pushing this message—of 
connections but also external reliance/usage—when he announced the 
purchase of a fleet of vehicles by the government, for which ‘the Presi- 
dent used his United Nations connection to get us a good bargain’."* 

Many Sierra Leoneans, even those who did not vote SLPP, believed 
that the war had finally ended and joined in the creation of a distinct air 
of optimism. For themselves, Kabbah and the SLPP had a majority, a 
hefty mandate and a prospective honeymoon period which gave them 
considerable leeway for action. A great deal of expectation was placed 
personally on Kabbah, seen by some as the honest but popular broker or 
even reformer at the top of a rather recalcitrant party. This was undoubt- 
edly an unfair expectation of Kabbah given the history of the SLPP before 
and during the war and the general modus operandi of Sierra Leonean 
politics, but his popularity led many to believe that he could in some way 
re-align the wheels of the SLPP juggernaut. Indeed, in his first presiden- 
tial address on 19 May, Kabbah caused some commotion when he point- 
edly noted that ‘all Sierra Leone is my constituency’. 

‘There are twin political imperatives related to immediate post-conflict 
environments: to reconcile and to stabilise. Reconciliation comes in many 
forms but at the top end, it was not considered important by a landslide- 
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enhanced SLPP to embrace opposition. The ‘all Sierra Leone is my con- 
stituency’ mantra did not quite extend to his new cabinet. There was no 
talk of a 1996-style coalition so unpopular with elements of the SLPP, 
or a post-conflict government of national unity as was seen a year later 
in Liberia. SLPP party veterans, or at least those who had been on the 
political scene for a while, took up most of the positions. Sam Hinga 
Norman became Minister of Internal Affairs and Solomon Berewa the 
new Vice President. J.B. Dauda, who in another example of political 
incestuousness had been an APC Vice President of the one-party era 
and would later cross the floor once more to become Foreign Minister 
in the APC government of the early 2010s, was promoted to Minister 
of Finance. In 2005, the former NPRC Chairman John Benjamin took 
over from Dauda in the Finance Ministry when Dauda declared his 
intention to stand as SLPP presidential candidate—Kabbah was consti- 
tutionally required to step down after finishing his second term. There 
was new blood in the form of Eke Halloway and Dennis Bright, but con- 
tinuity was more noticeable. Instead, one might prioritise stability and, 
just as in the justifications for one-party rule, it could be considered that 
a strong and popular government making focused decisions is the way 
forward. Certainly, the path towards political stability, and indeed to some 
extent reconciliation, has to be not only underpinned by security but also 
illuminated with the signs of economic recovery. The latter priorities were 
the advertised intentions of the SLPP government. 

However, there was a further political imperative unrelated to the post- 
conflict environment. In a scenario familiar in post-colonial Sierra Leone 
and indeed Africa, the ruling party needs to stay in power and its main 
method is through patronage and in particular by nourishing its ethno- 
regional base. There is less chance of this happening in a coalition and in 
theory more chance with tried and trusted ministers. Further, the patron- 
age imperative paradoxically feeds stability for some while eating into 
the imperative to stabilise by economically developing on a national scale. 
‘The resulting possibility of stability is then influenced more by the width 
of the patronage net than by the national development drive, or at least 
there is an intertwining of the two processes. One might consider two 
of the main drivers of the conflict to have been the shrinking and skewed 
patronage net and severe economic and infrastructural deterioration. 
Finally, and again interlinked with patronage and the notion of ‘eating’, 
there is the idea that it is ‘our time to chop’.”” Those in power know that 
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their democratic time is limited and hence they must feather their own 
nests and those of their followers while conditions remain. Simultane- 
ously explaining incestuous politics and patronage obligations, the SLPP 
politician S.B. Marah took up a ministerial position in the mid-1970s 
APC government that had imprisoned him and violently harassed his 
own party, noting that ‘in Africa to be in opposition is alright, but if you 
really want to help your people you have to come to the government side 
of parliament.” However, while the expectation, or even obligation, of 
those in power to disburse the wealth to family, community and ethnic 
group highlights the continued reciprocity in the process and the part 
played by the general public, the temptation to keep siphoned resources 
purely to oneself in a manner illegitimate in even a neo-patrimonial sys- 
tem is clearly great. The SLPP, like the APC before, faced decisions over 
the hierarchy of all these imperatives. 

Security was maintained by UNAMSIL until its military withdrawal 
in 2006 and replacement with the civilian mission, the United Nations 
Integrated Peacebuilding Office in Sierra Leone (UNIPSIL). There were 
many fears concerning the ‘re-trained’ RSLAF and police force, partic- 
ularly reinforced by the security forces vote for Johnny Paul Koroma. The 
British-led International Military Advisory and Training Team (IMATT) 
did make considerable strides in training the RSLAF, particularly in the 
recruiting of new officers and the depoliticising and subordination to 
civilian control of the force. Sierra Leonean soldiers were deployed as 
part of a UN mission to Sudan in 2009. In Sierra Leone, however, the 
new army was not working from scratch as in Liberia, and vested polit- 
ical and economic interests remained at all grades. New ‘ghost’ soldiers 
continued to appear on the payroll and fears lingered of a return to busi- 
ness as usual when IMATT finally follows up on its drawdown from 
executive to advisory role and withdraws entirely.” 

The Sierra Leone Police (SLP) benefited from much-needed new 
equipment and a reform process headed, from 1999 until he stepped 
down in 2003, by the retired British police officer Keith Biddle. It was 
indeed an institution that had arisen from the ashes of the war and is to 
some extent depoliticised and functioning better under a new cohort of 
officers.” SLP officers were deployed in Sudan. The SSD had somewhat 
renewed itself in the eyes of the public after its combat operations dur- 
ing the war, in particular during the 1999 Freetown invasion, but its trans- 
formation into the Operational Support Division (OSD) and the 
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substantial rearming of the SLP begged the question of what the police 
were for: combat, coercion, or community service and development.” It 
was also feared that Biddle and his Sierra Leonean successors had not 
quite made the envisioned progress towards ‘A Force for Good’, partic- 
ularly given widespread public perceptions of a still corrupt institution,” 
the visible return of bribes at roadblocks and stories of police collusion 
in robberies and of continued political bias. The presence of the SLP, as 
opposed to the chiefdom or Native Administration Police, in rural areas 
has been described as still very thin.” At the same time the latent organ- 
isational structures of ex-combatants presented another security concern. 
Some were still disengaged and nursed profound distrust of the politi- 
cal system while simultaneously beginning to coalesce in urban areas as 
petty traders and okada or motorbike taxi drivers, and as a militia for hire 
by the political parties.” 

‘The end of the war brought a huge spike in economic growth which 
then settled down to a healthy but not particularly elevating 5 to 7 per 
cent per annum. Concurrently with another diamond rush post-war, offi- 
cial diamond exports rose from US$10 million in 2000 to US$160 mil- 
lion in 2005. The government, however, conceded that, despite the 
Kimberley Process Certification Scheme established in 2003, 10-15 per 
cent was still smuggled, while others put this figure closer to 50 per cent.” 
Between 60 and 70 per cent of the government budget came from inter- 
national aid. Indeed, aid was led by the British government Department 
for International Development (DFID) within its unprecedented ten- 
year agreement with the Sierra Leonean government in 2002. This com- 
mitment continued the considerable involvement of the British Labour 
government, from its support of Kabbah in the days of the AFRC junta 
through to the military intervention of 2000 and the establishment of 
IMATT It also aimed to hold the government to a series of benchmarks 
and indicators of ‘governance reform’. 

The DFID initiative was indeed extraordinary, but it fitted into the 
prevailing international discourse of ‘liberal peace’.** While democrati- 
sation, accountability, promotion of civil society, economic liberalisation 
and good governance remained high on the bill, pro-poor strategies had 
been given greater weight within an overall notion that peace, democracy 
and free markets are a feasible combination which is transferable to a 
post-conflict environment. The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
underpinned the pro-poor strategy and SAPs were being replaced by 
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Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs), advertised as a more tai- 
lored and more negotiated process than before. Where the state had been 
part of the problem in the Washington Consensus of the 1980s and 
1990s, it was now part of the solution within the Post-Washington Con- 
sensus. Even though some saw little change from one consensus to 
another given the underpinning liberal ideal, state reform was indeed 
given high priority by donors in Sierra Leone and added an extra signif- 
icant imperative to the SLPP agenda: satisfying the donors. 

In line with liberal state rebuilding, two high profile reform processes 
were, respectively, continued and implemented during this second SLPP 
term of office: the Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) and Decentral- 
isation. In the first eighteen months after its establishment in 2000, the 
ACC brought just seven cases to court, in which only one person was 
found guilty. In that case the Agriculture Minister, Harry Will, was given 
a lenient fine and the judge concerned was subsequently jailed for receiv- 
ing bribes. At the time of the elections there were other cases outstand- 
ing, including that of Transport Minister, Momoh Pujeh, accused of 
smuggling diamonds. He was later found guilty before appealing against 
the verdict and winning, then becoming the Minority Leader in Parlia- 
ment after the APC victory in 2007, before passing away while in office 
in 2012. No further high profile cases were brought to court under the 
SLPP. Ibrahim Okere-Adams, the Fisheries Minister and a Temne with 
important Northern support in a disproportionately Southern adminis- 
tration, was charged in 2005 but remained in the cabinet and did not 
make it to court. The ACC head, Valentine Collier, was replaced soon 
afterwards by Henry Joko-Smart, a relative by marriage of the president. 
While the Commonwealth Secretariat contributed two non-Sierra Leo- 
nean judges in 2003, all prosecutions still needed the go-ahead of the 
Attorney General who doubled as the SLPP Minister of Justice. 

The difficulty in reading the performance of the ACC is in knowing 
the reasons behind the charging of individuals. On the one hand it could 
be genuine governmental commitment or institutional autonomy. There 
was after all enough corruption to keep the ACC busy. It was discovered 
that only 5 per cent of essential drugs made the journey from the Cen- 
tral Medical Stores to the Primary Health Units. Of 236 listed senior 
civil servants in 2007, only 125 were found to be at their posts.” On the 
other hand, it may be the case that scapegoats are required in order to 
satisfy donors—the main contributor, the Department for International 
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Development (DFID), temporarily withdrew funding in 2007. Equally, 
one might easily see a correlation with pre-war commissions. The bodies 
instigated domestically by Sierra Leonean military governments in the 
late 1960s failed to instil structural change, either through a lack of seri- 
ousness—the Dove-Edwin Commission was supposed to have mistaken 
Kabbah for someone else—or more likely through facing too many vested 
interests and the ambivalence towards corruption that is inherent in a 
patron-client system. The charges brought forward by Stevens’ various 
commissions were mostly used politically. There is enough evidence of 
timing, obfuscation and curious decisions in today’s ACC to suggest that 
all the drivers and obstacles noted above may be at play at different times. 
The return of local councils in 2004 after a hiatus of 32 years was a 
significant event. The rural political battleground between chieftaincies 
and councils began anew. Equally, the Western donor viewpoint on the 
liberal notion of decentralised democracy by comparison with the less 
liberal institution of chieftaincy was brought under scrutiny. It had already 
been tested. In the aftermath of the war, the DFID organised a survey 
of public attitudes to chieftaincy which showed that the institution was 
still legitimate but that reform was required to ensure better accountabil- 
ity and eliminate certain grievances, particularly among the youth, which 
it was noted bore comparison with those expressed in the 1955-56 riots.” 
The DFID and the state were however simultaneously faced with a 
dilemma now remarkably familiar in Sierra Leonean colonial and post- 
colonial history, that stabilisation of the countryside was urgently needed 
and the chiefs were best placed to do this. The SLPP clearly saw an oppor- 
tunity to reinvigorate its chiefly political bases and was also very keen. 
Indeed, many chieftaincies were smoothly restored as the chiefs had 
either been present on and off, stayed and fought the armed threats, or 
been replaced by rebel ‘chiefs’ who largely stood down. Of 149 Paramount 
Chiefs, 63 had died or been killed and thus gave way to successors elected 
by their peers in late 2002 and early 2003.*! People had generally main- 
tained respect for the traditional roles, although some evidence suggests 
that the judicial aspect suffered most and that alternative dispute mech- 
anisms created by donors were becoming more trusted. The notion that 
people shop around for justice is far from unknown. Customary author- 
ity seemed still to be valued for its role as ‘a defence against the abuse of 
bureaucratic power.” The resulting funding of the restoration of chief- 
taincies without reform, however, risked the return of some pre-war prob- 
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lems.** Chieftaincy legislation by government does remain ongoing but 
is largely conservative.» The funding, however, also diverted significantly 
from the liberal aims of the donor community, some of whom took a very 
dim view, seeing the DFID programme as a shot in the arm at a vital time 
for what they perceived as a moribund and anachronistic institution.** 

Conversely, fitting snugly into the liberal canon was the decentralisa- 
tion process. Intended to increase accountability, representation, pro-poor 
policies and service delivery and decrease the intense centralisation on 
the executive in pre-war Sierra Leone, the process was supported by the 
World Bank and UNDP. One City, five Town and 13 District Councils 
were re-created in 2004 and elections successfully held.” In a sharp con- 
trast to most other reforms, decentralisation happened and happened 
quickly, most likely because the SLPP saw the process as a twin-track 
development of councils and chieftaincies and also did not want to lose 
the electoral momentum of 2002. Indeed, in the May 2004 elections, the 
APC overwhelmingly took Freetown but failed to dent the 70 per cent 
nationwide vote for the SLPP. The coercion of independent candidates 
to withdraw from running against the SLPP in Bo, Kenema and Free- 
town, and the greater than 100 per cent turnouts in the South, were also 
sharp reminders of 1996 and 2002.** 

In addition, in the rush to implement, any reforms to the previous local 
government format, such as limitations to chiefly representation, any spe- 
cial allowances for representation such as those enacted for women, youth 
and the disabled in Uganda, or non-partisan polls as in Ghanaian local 
elections, were not pursued. Equally, the division of labour between coun- 
cils and chiefdoms was not fully clarified. The councils were financially, 
and therefore potentially politically, dependent—on the one hand on 
Freetown, which supplied revenue transfers, and on the other on the 
chiefs, who collected local taxes—and rivalries soon built up.*” Disbursal 
of donor funds could then be delivered at Council level or through Ward 
Development Committees which were supposed to be participatory but 
often became dominated by the existing power structures or else dwin- 
dled away. Chiefs’ control over land presented another obstacle to coun- 
cil authority. Despite the democratic credentials and greater access to 
donor revenue of the councils and the poor record of some chiefs, the 
battle of the councils for legitimacy with respect to the chieftaincies could 
only be a very long one.“ The compromise reached whereby councils were 
ranked as the highest authority but chiefs ranked above councillors in 
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any given chiefdom is indicative of the field of contention.” The evident 
victory of the chiefdoms over councils in Stevens’ abolition of the latter 
in 1972 is a salutary reminder of the political battlefield in the country- 
side for stability, representation and patronage. 

Despite its flaws, decentralisation was a success story by comparison 
with other political reforms. Foot-dragging on most public sector reform 
was widespread and began to irritate donors. An independent review for 
the DFID in 2005 found that the 2002 agreement had not prompted 
faster progress and the World Bank concluded for the same year that, 
while Sierra Leone was performing better at public financial manage- 
ment, it ranked poorly on transparency, corruption and rule-based gov- 
ernance.* Finally, in 2007 the DFID suspended budget support. Despite 
the accompanying announcement that this was a benchmarks-based deci- 
sion, 2007 was also election year. The SLPP accusation of an attempt at 
regime change by suspending funds just before elections was to live with 
the DFID for years to come.“ 

Sierra Leone, along with a handful of other countries, was in many 
ways a guinea pig for liberal state-rebuilding after conflict in the early 
2000s. State-building and the donor-government relationship are inves- 
tigated further in the next chapter. It also held the same status, alongside 
an even smaller number of cases, in terms of post-conflict justice. Sierra 
Leone had not one, but two bodies established to discharge justice: the 
SLSC and the TRC. The SLSC is a hybrid court model described as the 
second generation of international criminal justice. Established by a treaty 
between the Government of Sierra Leone and the UN in January 2002, 
it was designed to prosecute a much more limited number of cases than 
the International Criminal Tribunals for Rwanda and Yugoslavia; to be 
cheaper, relying to an extent on less expensive Sierra Leonean staff; to 
combine international and Sierra Leonean law; and to subsist on volun- 
tary contributions.* It has also been noted that another reason for a hybrid 
model is that it is an alternative to the International Criminal Court 
(ICC), towards which the US is not partial. Over time, the US provided 
around half of the voluntary contributions and all of the three Chief Pros- 
ecutors were Americans. In 2003, the court indicted thirteen individuals: 
five, including Sankoh, Sesay and Bockarie from the RUF; four, includ- 
ing Johnny Paul Koroma from the AFRC and West Side Boys; three, 
including Hinga Norman from the Kamajors; and, in a slightly later 
unveiling, the Liberian President (until 2003) Charles Taylor. 
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The SLSC was indeed novel and part of the new wave of criminal 
courts established mostly during the 2000s. Treating the turn of the mil- 
lennium as a fulcrum, one can detect the balance beginning to change. 
During most of the 1990s, stress was placed on negotiation. Cambodia, 
Mozambique, Angola, Sierra Leone and Liberia, until the late 1990s or 
the turn of the millennium, were all approached from the point of view 
of persuading all groups to the table: to include rather than to exclude. 
‘The intervention in Somalia in 1992 can be seen as one event that bucked 
this trend, but that case can be viewed as an anomaly in 1990s discourse. 
The ICC, constituted in 1998, ratified by a 60th state in 2002 and begin- 
ning its first case in 2006; the Yugoslav and Rwandan tribunals estab- 
lished in the mid-1990s, but gaining momentum through the first decade 
of the 21* century; the SLSC in 2002 and the considerable pressure put 
on both Liberia and Nigeria to send Taylor back from exile and to trial; 
and further international courts in East Timor, Cambodia and Lebanon 
in the 2000s, all point to the change in thinking towards the judicial and 
retributional. Gacaca courts, established in 2002 in post-genocide Rwanda, 
were billed as a ‘traditional’ halfway house between reconciliatory pro- 
cesses and retributive justice, but were criticised (or praised) as doing 
mostly the latter.*° Pointedly, the UN Secretary General Kofi Annan 
stated in 2004 that we should ‘reject any amnesty for genocide, war crimes 
or crimes against humanity ... and ensure that no such amnesty previ- 
ously granted is a bar to prosecution before any UN-created or assisted 
court.“ Impunity, then, became the number-one enemy. From entirely 
different perspectives, one observer asserted that there had been ‘a mil- 
lennial shift from appeasement to justice’, while another claimed an ‘inter- 
national law fundamentalism to be now at work.* 

This discursive shift has not, however, been universally applied. At the 
time of writing all cases brought in front of the ICC have been African. 
Selective justice has so far ruled out anyone from powerful nations at any 
tribunal. At the SCSL, President Compaoré of Burkina Faso and Qad- 
dafi of Libya were not indicted as their assistance had passed through 
Taylor, but this is a fine point. President Kabbah, who as Defence Min- 
ister was Hinga Norman's superior, was also not indicted as there was 
said to be not enough evidence and Hinga Norman had declared he was 
not taking orders from Kabbah; again a fine point. Indeed, given Taylor’s 
final verdict of guilty of ‘aiding and abetting’, this charge could be laid at 
the door of the UK, US and France in the Mano River region. One view 
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is that the primary imperative of the SLSC’s international backers for 
the establishment of the court and for its particular selection of indict- 
ees was to assist ‘regime change in Liberia and regime consolidation in 
Sierra Leone’.® Equally, many conflicts around the world have not been 
subjected to trials at all, either because it would be politically inexpedi- 
ent on the part of global powers to do so, or—often—because it would 
be utterly counterproductive for the peace process. Israel is an example 
of the former reason and Liberia, in both the 1989-97 and 2000-3 peri- 
ods, is a case in point for the latter. Retrospectively, the implications for 
South Africa or Northern Ireland need no elaboration. Where a judicial 
solution has been attempted, as in Sudan and Uganda through the ICC, 
it is far from clear that it is more beneficial than peace deals and amnes- 
ties for conflict resolution or long term stability. The digging in of Lau- 
rent Gbagbo in Côte d'Ivoire and Qaddafi in Libya in 2011 followed the 
threat of and a referral to the ICC, respectively. There is also an inherent 
danger of isolating individuals as the main or only cause of the war, which 
has then seemingly been dealt with. 

We can, though, safely say that the SLSC was extremely fortunate in 
that the RUF was militarily disintegrating by the end of the war, had 
never had a political wing, and was deeply unpopular. The same applies 
to other factions with the partial exception of the Kamajors. Taylor was 
soon to go into exile. Hence, there were limited repercussions on the 
peace deal or post-conflict stability, although in 2006 Taylor was flown 
from exile in Nigeria to Monrovia to Freetown to The Hague—the final 
flight made in order to reduce the destabilisation. Crucially, though, reper- 
cussions are not or would not be limited in almost all other scenarios, 
where rebel forces tend to maintain some coherency and support based 
on perceived or probably real injustices of the past. 

‘The trials fell behind schedule but over time were concluded: the 
AFRC, West Side Boys and Kamajors trials in 2007, the RUF trials in 
2009 and that of Taylor in 2012. All nine who completed their trials were 
found guilty of war crimes or crimes against humanity; in the case of 
Taylor only of ‘aiding and abetting’ and ‘planning’. However, there were 
several, arguably the biggest Sierra Leonean fish, who did not face trial. 
Sankoh and Hinga Norman died in custody in July 2003 and February 
2007 respectively. Johnny Paul Koroma went missing shortly before his 
indictment and shortly after his alleged involvement in a failed coup plot. 
His whereabouts and status remain unknown, although rumours and 
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allegations raised in Taylor’s trial point towards execution with involve- 
ment of Taylor. Finally, Bockarie was killed in Liberia shortly after his 
indictment in May 2003. 

For several years until Taylor was arrested, it was viewed that the only 
high profile indictee in custody was the relatively popular Hinga Nor- 
man. Taylor thus came to be considered indicted combatant number one. 
He was served his indictment during peace talks in Ghana in June 2003— 
no matter that this was an embarrassment to the hosts and the Nigeri- 
ans, that an emboldened LURD withdrew from the talks, and that the 
Ghanaians allowed Taylor to return home. Further, once Taylor went into 
exile in Nigeria in August 2003 with an agreement that he could stay 
there as long as he did not interfere in Nigerian or Liberian politics, the 
imperative coming from the US and EU was to bring him to trial. With 
no systematically documented evidence of a breach of conditions, but 
with heavy pressure applied, Taylor was finally brought to the SLSC. The 
fact that a future bloodbath in another capital city will probably not now 
be avoided, as no-one will trust an exile agreement, was brushed aside in 
the headlong rush for justice. 

‘The immediate political repercussions in Sierra Leone were indeed 
limited, but not absent. For a while, Johnny Paul Koroma, with his con- 
tinued support in the armed forces, presented a potential security threat. 
Taylor’s trial created occasional international media coverage, particu- 
larly when the British ‘supermodel’ Naomi Campbell and the American 
actress Mia Farrow both gave evidence.” More telling were the lack of 
impact and the limited interest generated in Sierra Leone by the final 
verdict. The key repercussion, however, involved the Kamajor indictees, 
in particular Hinga Norman. There was a latent security threat here as 
well. However, most importantly, the death of Hinga Norman and the 
run-up to the Kamajors verdict in August 2007 coincided with the period 
before and during the campaign for the national elections. A major con- 
tributor to the relative success of Charles Margai and his SLPP-break- 
away party, the People’s Movement for Democratic Change (PMDC), 
was the feeling that the SLPP had betrayed all three Kamajors and had 
effectively murdered Hinga Norman, the man who had done most to 
fight for the SLPP cause but was seen as a rival by Kabbah. Margai made 
significant political capital of his one-time association with Hinga Nor- 
man and partly for this reason the PMDC took ten seats and many votes 
off the SLPP in its strongholds and held considerable sway in the pres- 
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idential run-off. Further elaboration of the 2007 elections is undertaken 
in the next chapter. 

In its endeavour to prosecute any people involved in war crimes, the 
SLSC had charged some who were seen by probably over half the pop- 
ulation as heroes, not villains. Civil wars are indeed brutal and messy 
affairs and it might be noted that universalising black and white legal 
prescriptions and the criminalisation of all combatants alleged to have 
been involved in abuses are ill-suited solutions to mostly domestic polit- 
ical and social struggles. The purportedly apolitical legalist discourse often 
became political also: following former US president George W. Bush's 
assertions of a clear distinction between good and evil on many occa- 
sions after 11 September 2001, his notion was repeated by the first SLSC 
Chief Prosecutor, David Crane.” In his view, ‘the good guys (Kabbah 
and the British government) won.” The president of the SLSC, Geof- 
frey Robertson, was removed from the trials in 2004, as he had pre- 
empted the court in already denouncing the RUF for ‘grotesque crimes 
against humanity’ in his book.” ‘The civil war was presented as a fight 
between apolitical criminals, which to some extent in the Sierra Leonean 
case can be argued, but Crane appears to have been wholly taken with 
the notion of conflict due to individual criminal gain and the blood dia- 
mond story.” Thus, in the depoliticising process a whole tranche of under- 
pinning political questions is missed and the concerns that justice affects 
politics and politics affects justice are entirely overlooked. On an inter- 
national scale, if it is thought that the limited repercussions in Sierra 
Leone are transferable elsewhere, then there may be difficult times ahead. 
Giving overriding priority to the rights of individuals in a law court may 
well involve the sacrifice of the greater welfare of all.” 

Somewhat strangely, Sierra Leone also had a TRC, which followed 
the lead of the South African TRC in the 1990s. Although the latter was 
criticised, the South African chairman, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, 
emphasised religious redemption married with supposed ‘traditional’ 
African notions of ubuntu (restoration to the community) rather than 
punishment.® Established in 2002 and submitting its report in 2004, the 
Sierra Leonean TRC aimed to simultaneously document the war and 
reconcile those who did not appear in front of the SLSC. However, it 
was overshadowed by the SLSC and perpetrators’ fears of being turned 
over to its big brother undermined the TRC and led many to stay away.” 
On the other hand, it stuck to its brief and provided a historical account 
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and accompanying recommendations, unlike the Liberian TRC which 
in 2009 published long lists of perpetrators who should be tried or banned 
from office, notoriously including President Johnson-Sirleaf in the lat- 
ter section.” Many recommendations were thrown into the long grass 
in Sierra Leone and the TRC was criticised for letting people down by 
not producing tangible results. However, one recommendation which 
was partially fulfilled was that concerning reparations: by the end of 2010, 
13,000 victims had received micro-grants. Equally and somewhat simi- 
larly to the South African case, evidence emerged that while the Sierra 
Leonean TRC may have been short on the revelation of truth, it did serve 
to some extent as a ritual of repentance and forgiveness, which may have 
laid some foundations for reconciliation. Part of this process may have 
played a role in the restoration of some chiefly authority over youth and 
is further elaborated in the next chapter.” 

It is not clear whether Sierra Leoneans wanted or needed either a 
judicial or official reconciliatory process. It has been noted instead that 
‘social forgetting’ has long been a cornerstone of reintegration and heal- 
ing in Sierra Leone. In Liberia, ‘forgetting’ has also been employed as 
a useful short-term conflict-resolution strategy.°' There were also local 
Sierra Leonean reconciliatory processes which went some way towards 
reintegration of ex-combatants and displaced people.” Across the con- 
tinent, mato oput emerged in Northern Uganda as a means of reconcil- 
iation purported to be culturally sensitive, although as in South Africa, 
there are questions about the representativeness of this notion. Equally, 
‘traditional’ reconciliation may be problematic owing to arbitrariness, 
harshness and a proliferation of processes and, on the other hand, their 
ceasing to be traditional and flexible when codified—a context remi- 
niscent of colonial times.® 

The SLSC is, however, criticised as failing to adjust to local culture: 
the court was severely hampered by ‘different ideas of social space and 
time, of causation, agency, responsibility, evidence, truth and truth-tell- 
ing from those employed by international criminal courts’.“* One report 
notes the early loss of public support for the SLSC, partly due to the per- 
ception of ‘limited Sierra Leonean input’. There was little Sierra Leo- 
nean law brought to bear. Finally, although it cost far less overall than 
other tribunals, the price per trial by the end of 2011 was actually akin 
to that of the other courts. The SLSC is criticised from without for its 
spending of US$26million per annum over a decade on nine individu- 
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als, while being described from within as not so much ‘lean and mean as 
‘anorexic.’ As the prosecutions were largely arbitrary, expensive, subser- 
vient to the interest of powerful people, and irrelevant, destabilising or 
lacking meaning in the domestic environment, perhaps the end result of 
the SLSC—and even the TRC—is more akin to that of a side show 
rather than anything that has profoundly shaken the Sierra Leonean 
body politic. 

‘The key gain from the period 2002-7 was clearly the maintenance of 
a reasonable level of security. Despite continuing problems within the 
security services, the withdrawal of UNAMSIL and rather lacklustre 
political and economic progress, there did not seem to be any tendency 
towards a resumption of conflict. This is of course extremely important 
and more likely points to a population tired of conflict, a society knit- 
ting itself back together and the disintegration of combatant factions, 
rather than most governmental or international actions, even though 
some reforms, such as those in the security sector, have been broadly 
advantageous. Indeed, nothing unduly momentous occurred during the 
SLPP’s second term of office. Despite the war, structural change was not 
obvious at this stage. Indeed, one could easily see the return of the pre- 
war patron-client system in government, elections, councils, chieftain- 
cies and the ACC, even if the SLPP was watched closely by the large 
international community on the ground. Sierra Leoneans had to wait 
until 2007 for the national elections to produce results which were his- 
toric, even on an African continental scale. In many ways, the actions (or 
often inaction) of the SLPP after the war, especially in its leaning towards 
the narrowly corrupt at the expense of the developmental or even patri- 
monial, contributed significantly to the events of 2007. At the same time, 
tentative shifts in society were beginning to appear, the profundity of 
which will be examined in the next chapter. 
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POLITICAL SHIFTS IN SIERRA LEONE 


ELECTIONS, LIBERAL REFORM, SOCIETY 
AND THE NEW MULTIPOLAR WORLD, 2007-12 


In many ways, the period after the end of the civil war and, in particular, 
the years after the momentous 2007 elections encapsulate the ongoing 
patterns of continuity and change in Sierra Leonean politics. The his- 
toric defeat of the SLPP at the ballot box and the re-emergence of the 
APC in power suggest some forms of democratic consolidation but simul- 
taneously, and paradoxically, the continuance of old patterns of politics. 
‘The successes and failures of liberal reform also point to a Sierra Leo- 
nean state that is either partly transforming or simply adapting to a new 
set of outside pressures. While the RSLAF deploys in Sudan, the police 
force at home reverts to its old modus operandi. The notion that the war 
has changed Sierra Leone is common currency but there is contradic- 
tory evidence. Finally, the new multipolar world including the huge new 
presence of China and India and many others in Africa presents new 
landscapes and possibilities. It is this mixed picture that the final chap- 
ter aims to capture. 

Even without the turnover in power, the 2007 election would have 
been a milestone as it came after five years of peace and was the third 
national multi-party election in a row.' With the turnover, 2007 became 
a historic year. Although this was the second exchange of power through 
the ballot box in Sierra Leone, these are still uncommon occurrences in 
Africa. Almost non-existent in the Cold War era, the number of turn- 
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overs has increased since 1989—for example Benin in 1991, 1996 and 
2006, Zambia in 1991 and 2011, Ghana in 2000 and 2008, Senegal in 
2000 and 2012, Malawi in 1994, Kenya in 2002—but they remain rela- 
tively rare and confined to a few countries. More common is the pre- 
dominant party system of Botswana, Tanzania and Cameroon where the 
opposition might feasibly win one day but such a day seems a long way 
off.” One pattern that seems to have emerged is the frequency of a turn- 
over following the stepping down, for whatever reason, of a president.’ 
Given that Jerry Rawlings and John Kufuor constitutionally stepped 
down preceding the two turnovers in Ghana and Daniel arap Moi and 
Mathieu Kérékou did similarly in Kenya and Benin respectively, the like- 
lihood of defeat of the incumbent party’s new candidate appears to be 
greater on these occasions. Reasons for an enhanced possibility of change 
may include the political space created by the president’s departure, dif- 
ficulties of succession and disruption to networks of patronage. Sierra 
Leone approached the 2007 elections in exactly this environment, with 
Kabbah vacating the top position and the incumbent SLPP presenting 
Vice President Solomon Berewa as its presidential candidate. 

Berewa, known also as ‘Solo B’, is a Christian and a Mende from Bo 
District. He served as Attorney General and Minister of Justice in the 
first Kabbah government and Vice President in the second. The notable 
event of the former period was the court-martial and execution of twenty- 
four AFRC soldiers. Berewa ran with the Foreign Minister Momodu 
Koroma who had useful Northern connections, being born in Tonkolili 
District and having mixed Temne and Mende parentage. Ernest Koroma 
returned as the leader of the APC after winning a gruelling courtroom 
battle with the 1996 APC presidential candidate, Eddie Turay, the son 
of the former President, Jengo Stevens, the former Foreign Minister, 
Abdul Karim Koroma or AKK, Abdul Serry-Kamal and other heavy- 
weights for the leadership of the party. Importantly, his running mate, 
Samuel Sam-Sumana, hailed from Kono District, although his emer- 
gence as a virtual unknown owed much to his party contributions, 
reported to be considerable. Many such donations to both parties orig- 
inate in the diaspora, particularly in the UK and US. 

Other parties such as the UNPP and PLP re-emerged from 2002 but 
were largely ineffective, the latter emasculated without the missing Johnny 
Paul Koroma. The PDP, predictably, and the RUFP, less predictably, allied 
themselves with the APC. ‘The real test for the two-party system came 
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from a new party with an old political player at its head. The PMDC was 
formed by Charles Margai after his defeat in the race for the SLPP pres- 
idential candidacy. The issue of succession became one of prime impor- 
tance early on. As he came from the Margai family dynasty and was the 
son and nephew respectively of the first two Prime Ministers, Albert and 
Milton Margai, his SLPP and Southern credentials were clear. Further, 
he was elected as an SLPP MP in 1977 but could not take up his seat as 
he was jailed for a year; he returned to the law profession and did not 
join the APC under one-party rule; he was key in reviving the SLPP in 
1991, and he held ministerial posts in the SLPP government between 
1998 and 2002. However, this was not the first time he had lost the con- 
test for the SLPP presidential candidacy and left for another party. In 
1996, when he lost the nomination to Kabbah, Margai defected to the 
army-backed NUP. 

In probably the fairest elections in Sierra Leone since the 1960s, cam- 
paigning was open and vigorous. The DBS was replaced with the famil- 
iar first-past-the-post system in 112 single member constituencies, 
although with a redistribution of seats to better reflect the population. 
The West gained five seats and the East three, while the North lost one 
and the South seven. Five years after the end of the war, the importance 
of security as a vote-winner had all but gone. There was, however, as in 
2002 an incumbent party in government. Indeed, the SLPP benefited 
from state and donor resources which the APC and PMDC could not 
begin to match and the voter roll appeared suspiciously inflated in cer- 
tain SLPP strongholds. A few journalists were intimidated. Violence, 
mostly but not entirely associated with the SLPP, crept further back into 
the proceedings, particularly as the tensions increased between the first 
and second rounds. In the earlier part of the campaign, there was vio- 
lence in Pujehun and Kono Districts and an alleged assassination attempt 
on Koroma led to the beating by Koroma’s security of the SLPP and for- 
mer NPRC man, Tom Nyuma. In the later part, a confrontation between 
APC and SLPP supporters in Freetown was curbed by the police, Koroma 
and Margai were stopped from campaigning in Kailahun and Kenema 
Districts, and Margai and the APC Secretary General Victor Foh were 
harassed in Pujehun.* Both leading parties employed informal ‘task forces’ 
raised from latent wartime command structures for protection, intimi- 
dation and sometimes logistics.° 

However, on 11 August, in another show of electoral enthusiasm, 
nearly two million voters went to the polls in a 76 per cent turnout. 
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Remarkably, the APC retook or held on to all the Western Area and 
the vast majority of the North, and made small inroads into Moyamba 
and Kono Districts, more than doubling its parliamentary tally to fifty- 
nine seats and gaining a slim majority. The APC share of the vote went 
from 51 per cent and 30 per cent in the North and West in 2002 to 70.5 
and 55.5 per cent respectively in 2007. In the North, the SLPP man- 
aged just one seat in Kambia District and two seats in Koinadugu Dis- 
trict, down from a total of eighteen in the North in 2002. The incumbent 
party’s share fell from 93 per cent in both the South and East in 2002 
to 45 and 67 per cent respectively in 2007. The SLPP took the entire 
East except for the one seat that went to the APC in Kono District, 
but only 14 of 25 in the South. The final tally of the SLPP was almost 
halved to 43 seats. Crucially, ten Southern seats went to the PMDC, 
including all three in Bonthe District, a further three each in Bo and 
Pujehun Districts and one in Moyamba District, inflicting considerable 
damage on the SLPP in the process. No other parties or independents 
were successful. As is common in Sierra Leone, the presidential results 
emerged in a strikingly similar pattern to the parliamentary. Koroma 
gathered 44 per cent, doubling his 2002 performance and winning in 
all Northern and Western Districts, against Berewa’s 38 per cent, neces- 
sitating a run-off between these two contenders. Berewa won all South- 
ern and Eastern Districts with the exception of the loss of Bonthe to 
Margai. However, Margai’s overall 14 per cent, gathered largely from 
the South but also to a lesser degree from Kenama District in the East, 
seriously dented Berewa’s margins of victory in SLPP heartlands. 

‘The presidential run-off was a fraught affair. In a move almost iden- 
tical to Thaimu Bangura’s actions in 1996 and recalling floor-crossing by 
Marah, Dauda, Margai himself and many others, Margai threw his hat 
in with a strange bedfellow and supported Koroma, thus bucking ethno- 
regional imperatives. There was also sporadic violence and serious attempts 
at rigging. The returns from 477 out of 6,156 polling stations, nearly 8 
per cent of the total, were found once again to have more ballots cast 
then registered voters. Of these, 426 were in the South and East, many 
in Kailahun District, suggesting a significant effort by the ruling party 
to use its heartlands to stuff ballot boxes. The process for manufacturing 
greater turnouts at particular locations is obviously opaque but one 
method appeared to be a conspiracy of local notables and ‘traditional’ 
leaders, the local populace and party observers and NEC officials at the 
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polling station.° In a sharp distinction to the way over-voting was han- 
dled in 1996 and 2002, all 477 results were invalidated by the National 
Electoral Commission (NEC). Some, particularly within the SLPP, saw 
the actions of the Commissioner, Christiana Thorpe, as partial to the 
opposition despite her being appointed by an SLPP administration. 
Indeed, the Commissioners of the Eastern and Southern Provinces 
resigned after the run-off. Others—including, at least in public, Kab- 
bah—saw a Commissioner trying to do her job. Thorpe then moved 
swiftly to announce the national results before the SLPP could stop her. 

Koroma thus emerged victorious from the 7 September polls with 55 
per cent of the vote in a high turnout of 68 per cent which did not include 
the invalidated votes. His votes came from 85 per cent in the North, 69 
per cent in the West, and a remarkable increase in the South and East 
from 9.5 per cent and 16 per cent in the first round to 28 per cent and 
22 per cent in the run-off. His worst performance of just 7 per cent was 
in Pujehun District which had experienced considerable violence during 
the previous APC regime, but he managed 41 per cent in Bonthe Dis- 
trict, 41.5 per cent in Kono District and even 25 per cent in Berewa’s 
home district of Bo. 

‘There had been small early signs that the turnover was possible, if not 
probable. In a throwback to the notion of ‘SLPP na face, APC na heart’ 
in the 1960s, ‘watermelon politics —SLPP green on the outside and APC 
red on the inside—became common parlance. The queues for funding 
outside Berewa’s West Freetown house were noted as an example of the 
phenomenon, but one might also say that if the phrase is in widespread 
use in common language, then something is afoot. Indeed, several pop- 
ular musicians such as Daddy Saj and Emmerson had captured the zeit- 
geist before the elections. Emmerson released the songs Borbor Bele and 
Tu Fut Arata, both examples of accessible pop-reggae which did not spe- 
cifically mention SLPP but did target, respectively, those with large bel- 
lies who had ‘eaten’ too much and the rats with two feet. 

Explanation of these conditions and electoral results needs to be sought 
from several angles. First, the effects of the invalidations and Margai’s 
rather opportunistic support for Koroma are clearly important in the 
presidential run-off. If it is considered that the votes cast at 426 stations 
invalidated in the South and East were mostly lost Berewa votes, then 
the 51 others were potentially Koroma votes. Thus Berewa was deprived 
of the votes of around 60 per cent of the registered electorate, allowing 
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for a realistic turnout and some votes for Koroma, in the balance of 375 
polling stations: perhaps in the vicinity of 60—70,000 votes. In addition, 
Berewa gained disproportionately in Kailahun and Kenema Districts in 
the East from first to second round but both Berewa and Koroma won 
just over 50,000 extra votes in the South, which to some extent would 
be attributable to the mixed results of the Margai effect. Koroma led 
Berewa by 160,756 votes. The combined result of a counterfactual calcu- 
lation based on rough assumptions, i.e. adding some 60—70,000 votes to 
Berewa’s total and transferring 50,000 votes from Koroma to Berewa, 
may thus have been crucial, although neither factor on its own would 
have been enough. It is, though, a counterfactual and serves only to note 
the effect of this particular penalty for rigging and the supposed effects 
of the support for Koroma from Margai. 

Probably more important are the political failures and successes of the 
three parties and their leaders. Noted in the last chapter was the consid- 
erable political capital that Margai was able to accumulate based on the 
SLPP ‘betrayal’ of Kamajors put on trial at the SLSC and the death in 
an SLSC jail of Hinga Norman. Kabbah’s relationship with Hinga Nor- 
man had faltered many years before and the latter had instructed follow- 
ers to vote for the PMDC before his death. It is also no coincidence that 
one of the other Kamajors on trial came from Bonthe District where 
both the PMDC and Margai were most successful.’ He also benefited 
from his name and gained some support from professionals and students 
tired of the two-party system and the two parties on offer. Berewa was 
seen as uncharismatic compared with the other two main candidates. At 
various times, the SLPP resorted to blaming the international commu- 
nity for suspending aid, backing Thorpe and pushing for regime change. 
In contrast, the APC had rallied from its courtroom battles at exactly the 
right time. The previously disaffected Turay was awarded the post of High 
Commissioner to the UK and Serry-Kamal the positions of Attorney 
General and Minister of Justice after the elections. 

It was often noted that the SLPP had become complacent and assumed 
the continuation of its support from 2002. In many ways, the SLPP lost 
the election rather than the APC winning it. This notion of complacency 
can, though, be broken down in two interlinking ways: concerning 
national development and related to specific benefits for its main sup- 
porters. The formal record of the SLPP government was perceived by 
many as leaving a lot to be desired. Despite the support of the DFID, 
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which by this point had suspended budget support, and the building of 
some schools, roads and medical establishments, many thought that not 
enough benefit had reached the average person. In this interpretation the 
SLPP was seen as too corrupt and corruption was thought to have 
increased since 2002.* The whereabouts of the proceeds from a gift ship- 
ment of rice from Libya exercised the media in the run up to the elec- 
tion.’ In addition, the SLPP’s attempts to broadcast its achievements 
were lacklustre. For instance, a radio station, a key method of informa- 
tion dissemination in Sierra Leone, was set up by the SLPP six months 
after the APC station, and just one month before the first election. Berewa 
chose not to appear at all in Sierra Leone’s historic first presidential 
debate. The spectre of Borbor Bele loomed over the elections. It has been 
noted that these concerns might be more applicable in urban settings, 
particularly amongst the youth, and perhaps mostly in Freetown, but it 
would still have had an effect.!° Indeed, the Western Area is where the 
SLPP slumped worst, from nine seats in 2002 to zero in 2007, although 
historically the capital is more pro-APC. The Senegalese elections of 
2000 are comparable elections in which maginalised urban youth with a 
long history of involvement in Senegalese politics were seen as instru- 
mental in the turnover of power from Abdou Diouf to Abdoulaye Wade. 
‘There remains, though, a question as to whether urban youths in Sierra 
Leone and in Senegal are looking to fundamentally re-construct the sys- 
tem or to simply insert themselves into the patronage net. 

Probably more important, given the appearance of Margai on the polit- 
ical scene, was the complacency towards traditional SLPP supporters. 
Patronage only works as a model for staying in power if it is sufficiently 
disbursed. Given a neo-patrimonial model of reciprocity or a model which 
notes the father figure role of African leaders—of a figure who can be 
ostentatious and feed himself but can only maintain legitimacy by also 
feeding his family, meaning his political supporters—the SLPP was 
instead probably seen not as too corrupt but as too narrowly corrupt." 
Too much was ‘chopped’ or ‘eaten’ at the top and did not find its way 
through the informal networks or through formal channels in the direc- 
tion of the heartlands. The SLPP had not honoured its obligations. Bere- 
wa’s gatekeeper position with regard to the channelling of aid and the 
award of contracts to deliver the aid was seen before the election as a dis- 
tinct patrimonial advantage, but the beneficiaries were clearly too few. 
As an indication of the party’s lack of concern, whether in developmen- 
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tal or patrimonial terms, the road to the South and East, through the 
regional capitals of Bo and Kenema, was in just as poor condition as it 
had been in 2002, and the road to Kailahun District in the far East 
remained in an appalling state. The succession from Kabbah to Berewa, 
and indeed Kabbah’s less than enthusiastic support including his back- 
ing of Thorpe, thus provided the opportunity for a turnover. The SLPP 
was then found wanting in many ways, even in its own ethno-regional 
backyard, a state of affairs that was successfully exploited by the APC 
and PMDC. 

Given the immensity of this electoral moment, the notion of demo- 
cratic consolidation rears its head. In a thin version of consolidation, two 
turnovers may be enough for Sierra Leone to pass, although the two 
occasions are decades apart. However, there are many more nuanced 
definitions which require institutional and attitudinal considerations. 
Institutionally, Sierra Leone still struggles at election times and in pro- 
viding democratic accountability in between. In 2007 there were simul- 
taneous steps forward and backward, particularly as regards violence and 
rigging. It is, though, the notion of elite and public perceptions that is 
most vexing. Democracy in Sierra Leone is indeed nearly the only game 
in town: there is not too much likelihood of a shift in regime type, 
although Mali in 2012 is a good example of a military coup and conflict 
in a relatively stable democracy. There is broad elite acceptance and pub- 
lic enthusiasm, but this was also the case in 1967. 

A key question is whether one can consider a democracy that is under- 
pinned not by policy but by patronage and ethno-regionalism, and where 
communal bloc votes are commonplace, as consolidated, and this depends 
entirely on the criteria for measurement. As noted before, there is con- 
siderable tension between the ideas of a requirement of economic, edu- 
cational and class development before democratisation and the currently 
more prominent liberal thinking that the opposite is true—that democ- 
racy can firstly be pushed by domestic and foreign actors and then deliver 
development." How much democratisation in Africa was driven from 
outside and how much was an organic internal process is then pertinent 
to the ownership, the sustainability and the substance of the resulting 
democracy. Both drivers were present in Sierra Leone: there was push 
from outside and inside. However, despite the increasing influence of 
internal drivers with usage over time and the emergence of democratic 
‘rituals’, the development and class factors are still largely not in existence 
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in Sierra Leone.” One conclusion is that we are seeing a ‘thi’ procedural 
version of democracy rather than a ‘thick liberal notion. On the other 
hand, Sierra Leone could be seen as cultivating its own version of ‘com- 
munal democracy’ unrelated to considerations of class and societal wealth. 
If anything, democracy is a concept with many definitions, histories and 
contemporary actualities.'° The democratic project is indeed ‘everywhere 
emergent and incomplete’ and the West may only claim a ‘historical pri- 
ority’, not a ‘monopoly of its current or future forms or definitions.” 
Still, one would be bound to question the long-term stability of a dem- 
ocratic system built on such foundations as in Sierra Leone and indeed 
in many other African states. Whether democracy now delivers devel- 
opment is yet another question related to its sustainability. 

In the aftermath, the defeated Berewa stepped down from the lead- 
ership of the SLPP. Whatever Margai’s reasons for making the leap 
towards the APC camp, which despite having its beginnings in the first 
campaign is most likely simply political opportunism, the PMDC was 
rewarded with cabinet posts in a coalition government. Margai did not 
take up a post but, amongst other placements, Health and Sanitation 
went to Soccoh Kabia, son of the renowned Mende Chief Ella Koblo 
Gulama, and Captain Benjamin Davies became Minister of Lands, Coun- 
try Planning and the Environment. In addition, while many APC cad- 
res such as Ibrahim Ben Kargbo, Alpha Kanu and Serry-Kamal took up 
cabinet posts, some further leavening of the veteran APC bread was intro- 
duced through the appointment of the activist Zainab Bangura as Min- 
ister of Foreign Affairs and the Krio accountant David Carew as Minister 
of Finance. 

Once again, some saw a potentially reforming president at the top of 
a more or less recalcitrant and unreconstructed party. Indeed, the ensu- 
ing five years of the APC term were strewn with evidence that could be 
interpreted as change and evidence that could just as easily be interpreted 
as conservation of the status quo. For a start, the introduction of new 
PMDC and non-APC faces into cabinet was an interesting develop- 
ment, even if towards the end of the term the PMDC presence had dwin- 
dled to two members and shortly before the election, Kabia defected to 
the APC. At the same time, Koroma was regularly accused of appoint- 
ing Northerners to state positions, for instance replacing J.D. Rogers with 
Sheku Sambadeen Sesay as Governor of the Bank of Sierra Leone, or of 
reviving some form of Ekutay. Somewhat conversely and more unusual 
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were the indictment and prosecution by the ACC of two cabinet minis- 
ters and the further indictment and trial of the APC Mayor of Freetown. 
Two important actions allowed the ACC greater rein. First, legislation 
was passed to give the ACC direct arrest and prosecutorial powers, thus 
sidestepping the Attorney General. Second, Joko-Smart was replaced as 
head by the lawyer, Abdul Tejan-Cole, seen by many as a clean pair of 
hands. Although Tejan-Cole was to dramatically resign in May 2010 and 
be replaced by the former SLSC Deputy Prosecutor, Joseph Kamara, the 
prosecution of the two cabinet ministers had by then already started. 

‘The first prosecution was that of Sheku Tejan Koroma, a PMDC 
appointee who replaced Kabia in the Health Ministry. He was suspended 
from his post in November 2009, less than nine months after taking over, 
and found guilty of abuse of office March of the following year. The sec- 
ond was of someone much closer to the core of the party: the Minister 
of Fisheries and Marine Resources, Afsatu Kabba. She was indicted and 
sacked in March 2010 and found guilty of misappropriation of public 
funds and abuse of office in the following October. Although the head 
of the National Revenue Authority, Alieu Sesay, was acquitted in June 
2011, the sitting Freetown Mayor, Herbert George-Williams, was sub- 
sequently arrested in November and found guilty on corruption charges, 
and twenty-nine top health officials were indicted in March 2013. As 
before in Sierra Leone, from the 1960s right through to the 2010s, one 
might read a number of motivations into these prosecutions, sackings 
and indeed failures to prosecute. Donor and domestic discourse demanded 
action and Tejan-Cole used the new powers relatively effectively. Equally, 
Tejan Koroma was not a party insider, but then Kabba was. Rumours cir- 
culated about APC intra-party squabbles that led to Kabba’s ‘sacrifice’, 
but it is nonetheless remarkable that some heads rolled. 

Other initiatives and reforms continued sporadically. The Attitudinal 
and Behavioural Change Secretariat was established but the Executive 
Director and National Coordinator were subsequently convicted of cor- 
ruption by the ACC. More substantially, electricity was targeted and the 
mothballed pre-war Bumbuna Dam and Hydroelectric Project in Tonko- 
lili District were finally brought on stream although still requiring major 
capacity and distribution work. Two sizeable and much-trumpeted pol- 
icy initiatives emerged from the Ministries of Health and Agriculture in 
2010: respectively, the provision of free healthcare for pregnant and breast- 
feeding women and children under five and a smallholder marketing pro- 
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gramme. In the case of the former, and despite the absence of a Health 
Minister in the wake of the sacking of Tejan Koroma, the initiative was 
rolled out on time on Independence Day. Results by mid-2011, under the 
ministry leadership of Zainab Bangura until her departure for a UN job 
in 2012, seemed to indicate that some health care was being delivered 
free, but that a minimum standard of care was not being similarly deliv- 
ered. Indeed, no clinics anywhere met the minimum standard set out in 
the initiative." In addition, scandals hit the news in 2011 involving the 
disappearance of UNICEF-procured drugs and in early 2013 with the 
ACC indictment of twenty-nine of the country’s top health officials, 
including the Chief Medical Officer, Dr Kisito Daoh, for alleged embez- 
zlement of over US$1 million of vaccine funds.” The policy must though 
have had some popularity as the SLPP later put forward a 2012 cam- 
paign policy of extending free health care up to the age of eighteen. 

On the state reform side, the Public Sector Reform Unit (PSRU) was 
charged with such key duties as the cleaning of state payrolls. Reporting 
directly to the President after 2007, the PSRU had some success in the 
cleaning of payrolls and the expunging of ‘ghost workers’. Of 17,500 civil 
servants, not including teachers, on the books in 2007, there was docu- 
mentation for just 6,500. The total number was reduced to 13,000 after 
the DFID-funded payroll clean-up, saving Le500m (around US$130,000) 
per month. However, the payroll cleaning for teachers proved signifi- 
cantly more difficult and the DFID eventually withdrew funding.” The 
Ministry of Health was particularly targeted for reform in order to deliver 
the healthcare initiative. Donor-funded training, refurbishment and the 
doubling or significant increases of salaries resulted in small improve- 
ments but nothing like what had been expected.” A large EU-funded 
‘carrot and stick initiative then began across the board in 2011 with the 
‘carrot’ of higher salaries and the ‘stick’ of retrenchment.” 

Equally, the continuing decentralisation programme had its fair share 
of ups and downs. In 2010 the APC government reintroduced District 
Officers, which was seen by many not so much as a bureaucratic exercise 
as a political manoeuvre. Some read the reintroduction as a sign that the 
APC was worried about the autonomy of Local Councils, thus show- 
ing—along with regular elections, the distribution of central resources 
to councils administered largely according to the rules and often improved 
local service delivery—the effectiveness of decentralisation.” However, 
lack of local capacity, lack of interest shown by parts of central govern- 


151 


SIERRA LEONE: A POLITICAL HISTORY 


ment more focused on chieftaincy, the bulk of international resources 
still moving through government and NGOs, regional disparities, and 
patronage voting were problems that had clearly not gone away.” The 
relationship of councils with chiefs was still sometimes fraught, partic- 
ularly over tax collection, or just as often interwoven, with chiefs’ back- 
ing or being elected as councillors and mayors.” Centralisation of power 
in the executive as against the councils and indeed the still-under- 
resourced and rather dormant Parliament remains evident.” 

Disorder and violence emerged sporadically to threaten the political 
calm. As the PMDC faded into the background, the political dispensa- 
tion returned to its more familiar two-party configuration. The PMDC 
performed poorly in the 2008 local elections. There were also a few skir- 
mishes and intimidation of candidates to make them withdraw.”” How- 
ever, in March 2009, after clashes during a by-election for a council seat 
in Pujehun District, two days of disturbances erupted in Freetown. The 
SLPP headquarters was ransacked and partially burnt by APC support- 
ers and seventeen were injured. The presence at the scene of OSD pres- 
idential bodyguard and the former AFRC military supervisor Idrissa 
Kamara, also known as ‘Leather Boot’, was indicative of continued polit- 
ical party involvement with police and ex-combatants. Kamara was 
sacked, both party radio stations suspended and a commission of inquiry 
instigated. More inter-party violence ensued in the ‘non-partisan’ Para- 
mount Chief elections of December 2009 and January 2010, in Septem- 
ber 2011 in Koidu and Bo towns and in January 2012 at another 
by-election in Freetown.** The diamond areas and other mining regions 
remained generally unstable. A peaceful demonstration near an indus- 
trial diamond mine in Kono District in December 2007 turned riotous, 
resulting in two deaths, many injuries, a commission of inquiry and new 
governmental guidelines on corporate social responsibility.” In April 
2012, two days of rioting in Bumbuna related to a pay dispute at the iron 
ore mines drew a violent response from police and left one dead and sev- 
eral injured.*° 

In addition to the problems of control, reform and the need to respond 
to donor pressure in this direction, Koroma and the APC government 
were hit with the global recession. Although Sierra Leone had nothing 
like the dramatic global slump, GDP growth did fall below 5 per cent 
per annum for the first time since 2000, bottoming out at 3.2 per cent 
in 2009 and recovering to around 5 per cent in 2010 and 2011. Coun- 
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tering the global trends was the gradual coming on stream of larger quan- 
tities of mining revenue. Diamonds were still the mainstay of the Sierra 
Leonean economy, contributing 60-80 per cent of exports at the end of 
the 2000s (depending on prices), but revenue from bauxite, rutile, gold 
and particularly iron ore rose. It is often suggested in a direct compari- 
son with Botswana that formal control over diamonds should be some- 
what easier given the latter-day government-sponsored shifts from 
artisanal to industrial mining. Problems associated with security, as noted 
above, and the further removal of livelihoods of predominantly younger 
miners may, however, be another effect of this shift.*1 Most important, 
iron ore, mined once again at Marampa in Port Loko District and now 
in Tonkolili District, is rising rapidly with revenue often estimated in 
billions of dollars and high double digit GDP growth predicted for years 
to come. Oil is also potentially on the horizon after the deepwater dis- 
covery in 2009. Of course, much will depend on the vagaries of produc- 
tion and demand in the global market, particularly in China and India. 

‘The benefit to Sierra Leoneans will very much depend on what hap- 
pens to the new revenues at state level: national development, patronage 
resources and individual bank accounts all vie for priority. The agreements 
made with African Minerals and London Mining for the two large iron 
ore concessions quickly raised eyebrows because of the poor terms and 
the rumours of backhanders paid into APC party coffers. The London 
Mining deal was indeed renegotiated as it did not conform to the 2009 
Mines and Minerals Act, but not so the African Minerals deal as it pre- 
dated the act. Much depends then on the various organs of state being 
able to direct resources into areas that are the officially intended end 
points. The mixed record of the Sierra Leonean state on this account and 
in its reforms and initiatives under Koroma and ten years into the his- 
toric ten-year DFID agreement requires explanation. 

In Sierra Leone, the differences in functioning capacity within depart- 
ments and ministries and between the state organs are striking. While 
some parts such as the donor-targeted Finance Ministry, from 2009 to 
2012 under the leadership of Samura Kamara, perform their official func- 
tions relatively well, the National Revenue Authority and the Ministry 
of Education—both also important to donors—leave much to be desired. 
Across the board, one can readily find continuing evidence of incompe- 
tence, unwillingness to work, deliberate obfuscation, and blatant corrup- 
tion and intimidation. Within better functioning organs, it is often noted 
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that the department or ministry is effectively run by a small number of 
high-level officials. Probably only in single figures in a given institution, 
they are frequently seconded non-Sierra Leoneans or from the sizeable, 
educated and often experienced Sierra Leonean diaspora, and sometimes 
on significantly higher wages. The former Finance Minister Kamara, who 
worked for the IMF and for the ministry under the SLPP, is often seen 
as one of these technocrats who wholeheartedly aligns with the largely 
donor-inspired reforms in his ministry. When it was put to him that 
Britain was playing a big role in shaping the character and nature of the 
country, Kamara instantly responded that he would like Britain to play 
an even bigger role.» 

One might first see the use of small numbers of dedicated individuals 
as a pragmatic solution for donors and government with finite budgets 
to quickly improve state organs that have been grossly underperforming 
for decades. Indeed, as noted above, the large healthcare initiative was 
rolled out on time. Post-2002, the country saw the second fastest improve- 
ments in the world on the UN Human Development Index and the third 
largest improvement in governance in Africa on the Mo Ibrahim Index.” 
Welcome though these advertised figures are, they build from a very low 
post-conflict base on the back of buoyant commodity prices, remain com- 
paratively poor, and are contestable owing to an inadequacy of data. The 
methods, in addition, beg several questions. On a practical level, there is 
most likely a finite time in which these individuals can continue to oper- 
ate at such intensity and be paid so highly. On a longer term basis, suc- 
cess rests on the assumption that the ethic will trickle down to the rest 
of the institution. Finally, it is a very targeted strategy which leaves other 
ministries and departments in its wake, leading to partial reform or the 
creation of ‘liberal bubbles’.** In some ways it aligns with the ‘Drivers of 
Change’ notion which has been popular and well-known in donor cir- 
cles and focuses on identifying champions of change and analysing their 
relations to informal and formal institutions.» 

It is, as well, a largely donor-driven and very hands-on process in a 
small post-conflict country where donor influence is greater. Many con- 
sidered that, despite Koroma’s personal attention to the healthcare ini- 
tiative and his ambitious announcement that it would be completed by 
Independence Day, the original notion, planning and push came from 
donors and primarily one key evangelist for this policy within one of the 
agencies. In a strategy that might be termed ‘lighthouse politics’, Koroma 
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was considered to be the ‘lighthouse’ or the ultimate champion who could 
shine his political light on a policy and drive it through; donors’ work is 
to regulate the light as it moved on from one point to the next.” One 
conclusion is that where more has been achieved under the APC, gov- 
ernment ownership of policy on the other hand is as limited as it was in 
the SLPP era. The focus on high profile policies also puts incredible strain 
on the limited capacity of state institutions for the purpose of single ini- 
tiatives. The chances of these policies being properly implemented and, 
crucially, maintained are rather circumscribed.’ In a display of hard- 
headed pragmatism, one donor agency worker engaged in capacity-build- 
ing noted that their main impact would probably not be in capacity-building, 
but only in a ‘democratic’ sense, that is, pushing through policies which 
may give Sierra Leoneans different reasons for determining which way 
to vote.” 

‘There is also a wider argument that the concerns across the board are 
primarily those of the donors which, despite some variation in empha- 
sis, are all current liberal concerns aligned with democratisation, account- 
ability, promotion of civil society, economic liberalisation, good governance 
and the MDGs. The problems of liberal peace-building are of course not 
confined to Sierra Leone or even to Africa: it has been criticised for view- 
ing Africa as a zerra nullius with no domestic politics, and described gen- 
erally as a chimera and its results as ‘poverty with rights.” Indeed, the 
programmes of economic and political liberalisation, the MDGs and aid 
in general have sometimes been seen as ahistorical in their claims to 
deliver development.“ China, South Korea and indeed Europe come to 
mind. The notion of Sierra Leone and other poor countries as guinea 
pigs in a mostly well-intentioned but ideological experiment also raises 
its head. Solutions to the problems, however, often focus on the appro- 
priateness of the architecture, tools and complementarity of international 
peace-building.” The intention is to improve on current paradigms of 
international intervention, to formulate a blueprint for peace-building, 
or even to envisage a hybrid participatory ‘everyday post-liberal peace’ 
that might embrace engagements between liberal states and non-liberal 
alternatives.” Despite some alterations, such as the return of the state, 
the ‘drivers of change’ initiative, the amalgamation of development with 
security, and the building of politics into development policy, any notion 
that there may be other non-liberal solutions is considered far less at pol- 
icy level. A recent more radical donor-sponsored intellectual effort— 
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‘Going with the Grain—has had much more limited circulation, at least 
in Sierra Leone.“ Informal and ‘traditional institutions do figure in some 
donor thinking, although the tensions with the main policies are abun- 
dantly clear.“ 

Probably most importantly, it can be argued that the key reason for 
the problems of capacity and corruption and the very partial success of 
the proffered solutions is that some or many at various levels do not buy 
into reform of the state or even the idea of the Sierra Leonean state as 
it stands. Considered at the level of those who work in the lower ranks 
of the state and the population in general, and returning to the notions 
of reciprocity and obligation, this is a workforce immersed in patron-cli- 
entelism whose first priority is to village, chief, ‘secret society’, family, 
kith and kin rather than the state. Nepotism, diversion of resources and 
low levels of productivity can be explained by workers with moral com- 
munal obligations below to those they support and loyalties above to 
those who orchestrated their post in the first place. Indeed, the ones not 
fulfilling their obligations are considered those very much in the wrong.” 
In the upper echelons, the priorities are similar but on a grander scale 
involving national politics. These officials are torn between their obliga- 
tions to their own people and to the state and donors, particularly as it 
effects their political aspirations. Thus, reform may or may not happen 
in a given ministry depending on this ever-evolving calculation. This is 
then ‘a hybrid mix of tentative liberal institutions embedded within the 
local context of personalised exchange and affection.” The only strata 
partially insulated from these obligations are the technocrats noted 
above.“ However, tellingly, one certainty is that the year in advance of 
elections will always be a time when donor influence dramatically 
decreases and the reform bus can be parked as politicians turn all their 
attention to patronage. 

Given its ambitious and wide-ranging aims, the main thrust of the 
liberal reform process is thus not for a quick fix but instead, whether 
intentionally or not and whether sufficiently resourced or not, for social 
change.” Whether trying to shift legitimacy from chiefs to councils, 
encouraging accountability through civil society rather than patronage 
networks and ethnic associations, furthering the transfer of priorities 
from community to capital, or endeavouring to make ministries function 
as they were designed, it is a shift in public thinking that is needed. The 
shift is required away from communalist obligations and ‘traditional’ 
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structures towards individualist thinking and respect for a ‘modern state 
and ‘modern societal structures: the creation of homo economicus, an ideal 
of a liberal capitalist economic being, and homo democraticus, a similar 
democratic being.” Of course, all societies are in constant flux and there 
are some who believe that in the aftermath of the war, Sierra Leonean 
society is in an especially dense period of flux.” One compelling view is 
that war is one of the very few processes which can revolutionise social 
relationships, sometimes in positive ways.” In particular some analysts, 
buoyed by the analysis of the war centred on chiefs, see this as a historic 
moment to modernise governance.” The state also has its own Attitudi- 
nal and Behavioural Change Secretariat, which is somewhat compara- 
ble at least in outlook with the efforts of other African states—now and 
in the past, military, one-party and democratic, socialist, Marxist and 
capitalist—to address these issues. 

‘The first question, however, given the historic resilience of Sierra Leo- 
nean and indeed other African societies, is whether and how much social 
change can be pushed from either outside or inside. Equally, there is the 
further conundrum of whether the imported liberal measures are more 
or less likely to have greater success than other, often more authoritar- 
ian ideologies and methods of the past. Sensibly, there are some calls to 
manage expectations or accept that ‘states producing a minimum of secu- 
rity and essential public goods may be both a feasible and a desirable out- 
come in the universe of fragile states’.* The use of the phrases ‘second 
best solutions’ and ‘good enough governance’ has been noted as an increas- 
ingly frequent occurrence in the donor community.» The final question, 
of course, is whether this sort of liberal modernising social change is 
desirable at all, or whether ‘going with the grain is potentially a more 
plausible developmental and political path, although one could easily 
detect a certain strain of that expediency throughout Sierra Leone’s trou- 
bled political history. 

Some have grappled with possible evidence of social change in Sierra 
Leone and where society is heading. Understandably, it is a difficult issue 
in the donor community as it is in many ways comparable to the last 
major outside effort to change Sierra Leoneans during the colonial era. 
Any allusion to neo-colonialism, social engineering or a new ‘civilising 
mission is not at all attractive in the current age.* Instead, there is often 
an assumption that either Sierra Leone will change to fit the prescrip- 
tions in a linear modernising fashion as is supposed to have happened in 
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the West or, similarly, that Sierra Leone is already rapidly changing and 
liberal policies act merely as encouragement. In many ways, though, it is 
not so removed from the colonial-era ideas of sociocultural evolution and 
stages of development, or Cold War-era modernisation theories. Setting 
aside the notion of time and the historical /ongue durée of social change 
anywhere in the world—time periods far longer than the ten years of the 
DFID deal, a situation indeed recognised by some donor staff—there is 
evidence put forward for this sort of structural change. The growth of 
women’s and youth groups outside of Freetown which may challenge the 
state in a peaceful and democratic manner is seen as indicative of a civil 
society away from the conventions of ethnicity or patronage. The dem- 
ocratic challenge on chieftaincy from councils, voting partly based on 
policy performance, and a state that functions however partially in a mod- 
ern state-like fashion are seen as further indicators. 

On the other hand, there is the influential hand and financial input of 
donors in all these processes and Sierra Leonean acquiescence may equally 
be seen as a new form of ‘extraversion’.°’ One might suggest that there 
must be consequences of the large donor presence but that many of the 
consequences will most likely be unexpected. To illustrate how the sce- 
nario may not unfold exactly as some have thought, the story of a Para- 
mount Chief’s recent successful election campaign is pertinent. Having 
established his lineage credentials, the candidate then had to convince 
people that he was the right choice to bring development to this rural 
chieftaincy. He noted also that it was no longer like in his grandfather's 
day when one could just turn up at a village with a white envelope (of 
cash) for the chief. Utterly different now, he had to turn up with five 
white envelopes: one for the chief, one for the elders, one for the chief’s 
staff, one for the women’s group, and one for the youth group.’ Change 
can thus be detected in an emphasis on development and a reorganisa- 
tion of the patronage net to benefit those not conventionally in such a 
position of influence.” Continuity, though, is evident in the continued 
legitimacy of ‘traditional’ structures and the modus operandi of campaign- 
ing. Thus, imperatives ‘meet and are negotiated, leading variously to repul- 
sion, modification or acceptance, and hybridity’. This is often in unexpected 
ways that defy the breakdown into modern and traditional. These ‘hybrid- 
ities’ have then been viewed sometimes as ‘relatively benevolent’ and at 
other times as ‘much darker’. 

Some studies support a sense of change but with similar contradic- 
tions. Following from the idea of a ‘crisis of youth’ that has fomented 
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conflicts of varying sorts in Sierra Leone, intergenerational struggles 
are viewed as key. Youth movements and the fluctuating threat to and 
co-option in the post-colonial order are not unusual in Africa and the 
example of Senegal in the 1980s through to the present day bears com- 
parison.“ There does indeed appear to be a current level of youth empow- 
erment in Sierra Leone through representation in local government and 
youth associations. At the same time, the established older elites have 
also moved to co-opt and subvert any redistribution of power, and chiefs 
still maintain authority and legitimacy, albeit partially circumscribed. 
For their part, donors provide the discourse and the funds to assist the 
youth, supported by the analysis that chiefly offences against youths 
were a key driver of the war, but simultaneously risk accentuating the 
divide and potential for conflict between generations.” One survey in 
2008 in Kono District, however, noted an end to unquestioning defer- 
ence towards chiefs and elders but also revealed a greater youth satis- 
faction with chiefs, particularly those newly elected, even if they are still 
chosen only by their peers and for life. At the same time, others have 
noted a dwindling in the influence of secret societies with respect to 
chiefs, due to urbanisation and Islam, or even predicted a decline in the 
belief in juju given its failure to protect during the war, all of which 
complicates the picture further. 

Youth organisation can be seen in the Cassette Sellers Association 
(CSA), the Bike Riders Association (BRA) and various advocacy groups 
in the diamond areas. Despite some successes in asserting autonomy and 
rallying behind non-sectional causes, the CSA executive committee still 
consisted of older men, the BRA engaged in a patronage struggle with 
‘big men in Bo, and the Movement of Concerned Kono Youth (MOCKY) 
became a victim of its own success when its leaders were co-opted into 
local and national politics. Successors of MOCKY have continued to 
challenge the state, the chiefs and the mining companies and garnered 
international attention using donor support, modern media techniques 
and mobile phone technology.® However, the question of whether indi- 
viduals within an organisation or the organisation itself are cause-driven 
or looking to penetrate patronage networks from a position of strength 
has not gone away. Civil society has many such problems of autonomy, 
funding, co-optation and purpose.” In another scenario, diminishing 
returns from artisanal diamond mining and increases in food prices appear 
to be fuelling a drift back to farming or at least a shift in the balance of 
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priority towards farming amongst those who have long engaged in both 
and used diamond, or indeed artisanal gold, revenues to invest in agri- 
culture, trading ventures, cooperatives and farming associations.” 

Challenging the patriarchal hierarchy has thrown up similar nuances. 
Across Africa, some have noted the exponential increase of women’s 
groups in the post-Cold War era. More autonomous and wide-ranging 
than during the one-party regimes, women’s groups are sometimes por- 
trayed as the largest organised sector in society. There are now African 
female Nobel Prize winners—the late Kenyan activist and politician 
Wangari Maathai—and presidents who are also Nobel Prize winners— 
Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf in neighbouring Liberia. Rwanda has the highest 
proportion of women in parliament in the world. However, women’s 
groups face similar problems as youth groups in that they can be co-opted 
into patronage and ethnic networks or may rely completely on funding 
from outside. Indeed, the international women’s empowerment agenda 
can obfuscate rather than illuminate efforts to understand change in Afri- 
can societies. The celebrated Rwandan statistic can just as easily be 
explained by patronage or a tactic to keep donors on the side of a regime 
with a very poor record in other areas. The documentary Pray the Devil 
Back to Hell, which played its part in the award of two Nobel Peace Prizes 
in Liberia, is to some extent an interesting look at a cross-ethnic, cross- 
religious women’s movement but is also an exercise in wishful thinking 
about a certain type of female empowerment.” 

‘The challenges for the many women’s groups in Sierra Leone are sim- 
ilar to elsewhere in Africa and to domestic youth groups, and are par- 
ticularly reflected in the cases of chieftaincy and female circumcision 
or female genital mutilation (FC/FGM). Creating some friction, Cus- 
tomary Law is still accepted and recognised under the law in Sierra 
Leone. In this case, while the Constitution guarantees equality on the 
basis of sex, Customary Law varies across the country: there are fully- 
fledged female chiefs and Paramount Chiefs allowed in the South, but 
only junior chiefs of the female population in the North and areas of 
the East.” The court cases pursued up to state level by two women in 
2010 concerning the matter of eligibility for contesting chieftaincies in 
Kailahun and Kono Districts put state and customary laws in conten- 
tion with uncertain results. Given that the Constitution makes it legal 
to discriminate where Customary Law dictates so, one case was accepted 
and the other rejected.” Needless to say, the lines of the ‘modern and 
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‘traditional’ are thus again remarkably blurred, and politicians are usu- 
ally keen to sidestep this particular hot potato. Rural women do seem 
to play at times a generally enhanced role, but whether the driver is from 
within or without is again unclear.” 

The issue of FC/FGM exercises many donor agencies, much as it did 
colonial authorities, as it is seen as a contravention of several purport- 
edly universal human rights.” It is, however, prevalent in nearly thirty 
African countries. The practice is controlled by women, aligned with rit- 
uals of adulthood and bound up in beliefs of honour, shame, purity, clean- 
liness and the good of the community.” In Sierra Leone it affects the 
vast majority of women, it is an important ritual of the Bondo Society 
and it is patronised by politicians.” Indeed, before becoming long-time 
SLPP Minister of Social Welfare, Gender and Children’s Affairs in 1998, 
Shirley Gbujama threatened to ‘sew up the mouths’ of those who agi- 
tated against FC/FGM.” In February 2009, four female journalists 
reporting for UN Radio on the ‘International Day of Zero Tolerance to 
Female Circumcision’ were paraded naked through the streets of Ken- 
ema by other women for talking about FC/FGM on air.” Legally, a bill 
outlawing FC/FGM was withdrawn at the last minute in 2007 and has 
not been reintroduced, although in 2012 eight of the country’s fourteen 
districts signed a Memorandum of Understanding criminalising FC/ 
FGM for children. This does not mean that rural women’s groups are 
ineffective, as noted above. Indeed, the war again created flux with an 
increase of female-headed households, and there is donor money avail- 
able. The agenda of women’s groups, however, may not always align with 
that of the donors. 

‘There is another tentative sense of change in the air regarding inter- 
national relations. The rapid rise of China and India as trade partners in 
Africa has produced much agonising in Western circles. There is consid- 
erable concern that Western influence in Africa and indeed the ability 
to push forward liberal reforms have now been diminished to be replaced 
by Chinese and Indian laissez faire, non-intrusive, partnership-style rela- 
tions. Allied to the concern over criticisms of the efficacy of reform, some 
see diminishing Western interest in liberal peacebuilding, although a ‘cri- 
sis of confidence’ is probably a more apt description.” Predictions for 
this new multipolar world, then, range from seeing it as old wine in a 
new bottle to seeing it as something quite new. On the one hand, either 
Africa will be once more a bystander in an external struggle over raw 
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materials and political hegemony and fall prey to a neo-imperial scram- 
ble for Africa, or African expertise in the processes of ‘extraversion will 
once again allow elites to control exchanges with the outside world and 
seal the political status quo.” On the other hand, the shift from a bipo- 
lar to a unipolar world at the end of the Cold War saw considerable shifts 
in Africa: the shift from unipolar to multipolar in global interaction with 
Africa may act similarly, either to reverse the post-Cold War changes or 
to create a new environment, particularly given Africa’s unprecedented 
twenty years of semi-democracy.” 

At present, Sierra Leone does not have quite the same high profile 
penetration of Chinese and Indian companies as countries like Angola 
and the DRC, but the Chinese are visible, particularly in road-building, 
mining, health and hotels. Indeed, Chinese road improvements in Free- 
town and across the long-neglected mountain pass towards the interior 
became highly visible from 2010. As noted above, new large mining con- 
tracts have been signed with Western firms, but a Chinese company now 
has a sizeable stake in African Minerals. Chinese immigration does not 
appear to be at the level of countries like Zambia, but at the same time 
the longstanding ‘foreign community in Sierra Leone, the Lebanese, can 
now finally obtain Sierra Leonean citizenship. 

Other very recent international issues have not passed Sierra Leone 
by. Leasing of land to foreign firms, or ‘land grabbing’ as it has also been 
named, is a feature all over the fertile parts of Africa. The government’s 
keenness to parcel out land, of which it claims a rather unrealistic 85 per 
cent is not used, has led to several large leases. It has been noted that 
state regulatory weaknesses, poor land inventories, and often ill-informed 
chiefs as custodians of the land have led to opacity and potentially great 
unfairness in the deals.*! In addition, while Sierra Leone is not a key 
node on the main drug routes from South America via West Africa to 
Europe, it is not unaffected. A large shipment of cocaine was stopped at 
Lungi Airport in 2008. 

Sierra Leone does, however, stand to benefit from the voracious Asian 
demand for its mineral products and to some extent its food products, 
and, as noted above, Western donors are concerned. There is little indi- 
cation at the moment that Sierra Leone will turn away from liberal reform 
packages or Western aid, which still runs at around US$450m per annum, 
but there may be more leverage to come. The former Senegalese Presi- 
dent Abdoulaye Wade wrote that ‘China’s approach to our needs is sim- 
ply better adapted than the slow and sometimes patronising post-colonial 
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approach of European investors, donor organisations and NGOs’ and 
that ‘the Chinese model for stimulating rapid economic development 
has much to teach Africa’, but it is not too much of a surprise, given Sierra 
Leonean history, that none of this rhetoric is yet to emerge from a Sierra 
Leonean government.” 

Sierra Leone thus approached the November 2012 elections in a 
period of relative calm but with innumerable issues of statehood, gov- 
ernance, nationhood, societal norms and foreign relations still open to 
interpretations of continuity and change. While it appears that the war 
and international funds may have shifted society and government to 
some degree, the question of how structural these changes are and how 
long they will last lingers on. Sierra Leoneans of all backgrounds may 
indeed be more demanding of the various authorities, hence increasing 
accountability, but this may often still occur within familiar parameters 
of ‘tradition’, patronage and obligation. Democracy is a case in point, 
where the electoral turnover was remarkable but delivered much within 
the confines of familiar voter rationales. Equally, while the ‘transformed’ 
APC seems to deliver more national benefits, its cadres are quite aware 
that to win again, they also need to play the more important game of 
patronage and ethno-regionalism. To some degree, the state-societal 
disconnections and divides continue to morph and even connect but 
not disappear, neo-patrimonialism is reinvented for the twenty-first 
century, and the distinction between modern and traditional loses mean- 
ing. Hence there still appears today the unceasing supply of apparently 
contradictory news stories, concerning corruption and anti-corruption, 
democracy and rigging, youth empowerment and youth marginalisa- 
tion, and councils and ‘traditional’ authority. 

More prosaically, there were also new SLPP opposition leaders—the 
former military head of state, Julius Maada Bio, as presidential candidate 
with Kadi Sesay as his running mate—and an incumbent party and pres- 
ident with a new track record. This would be a two-horse race and it 
appeared that the APC had done enough, in terms of development and 
patronage, to be re-elected. Despite foot-dragging and continuing gross 
levels of corruption, Sierra Leone had kept its head above water in a 
global recession, there were new revenue streams and some reform had 
occurred. In a democratic sense, one might conclude that Sierra Leone 
was inching its way forward. Despite the well-founded fears of inter- 
party violence and rigging, the struggling state institutions and the vir- 
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tual certainty that the incumbent party would abuse its position for the 
benefits of patronage in a starkly divided country, none suggested that 
the elections would not go ahead or indeed that further national conflict 
was just around the corner.*° 
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No-one would deny that Sierra Leone has been through practically the 
full range of statehood experiences and that its history and politics have 
tested the analytical powers of generations of scholars to the full. The 
absence of radical ideological politics at state level and, despite some agi- 
tation in academia, its rarity at any level is perhaps the only missing ingre- 
dient. Its people have been and are still the main bearers of this extreme 
range of experiences. Sierra Leone has also remarkably found itself fluc- 
tuating between an existence, like much of Africa, at the global periph- 
ery and being thrust into the limelight at the centre of international 
interest in failing states, diamonds, conflict, post-conflict reconstruction 
and the idea of liberal peace. 

The story of Sierra Leone can be found, in part, elsewhere in Africa, 
whilst at the same time having a number of unique features if its own. 
Comparable colonial legacies and the controversy around this matter 
emerge from north to south and east to west on the continent. There are 
differences over style from officially sanctioned British indirect rule to 
the supposedly widely divergent French and Portuguese direct rule, which 
in the final analysis, given the lack of resources, looked remarkably sim- 
ilar. Partial or complete settler rule in South Africa, Rhodesia, Kenya and 
Angola also led to perturbations in colonial methods. In addition, there 
were differences in the reliance on coercion with the Congo under Leo- 
pold II of Belgium standing out. However, all were economically extrac- 
tive but at the same time concerned with their various versions of the 
‘civilising mission’. All were equally circumscribed in all these projects 


165 


SIERRA LEONE: A POLITICAL HISTORY 


by a heavy reliance on local African political hierarchies to maintain con- 
trol and achieve at least some acquiescence to colonial imperatives. Colo- 
nial power did indeed reconfigure local hierarchies, particularly as it added 
the colonial state into the mix and made some forms of capitalist and 
governmental penetration, but many local features such as political and 
social practices remained or were even strengthened. Chieftaincy, ‘tradi- 
tional’ spiritual beliefs, judicial and land practices, and social hierarchies 
were often changed only in that they were re-organised, categorised and 
codified by the colonial state. 

Colonialism in Sierra Leone fell very much into the British indirect 
methodology with local power and legitimacy remaining in the chief- 
taincies and ‘secret societies’, even though distortion and manipulation 
of chieftaincy and coercion were also conspicuous. There are perhaps two 
key differences from other British African colonies. One comes with the 
longer duration of colonialism and the Creole population, a historical 
variation that Sierra Leone shares to the same extent with few other Afri- 
can states, most pertinently with Liberia and Angola. Indeed, a tentative 
argument is made in this book that the combination of chiefly power and 
Krio paternalism led, from 1951 onward, to peculiarly conservative 
national political dispensations. Ties to Britain remain, there are no rad- 
ical governments, and in an indication of the continued importance of 
‘tradition’, Paramount Chiefs maintain their twelve seats in Parliament. 
Despite the patron-client relations building between the centre and the 
provinces during colonial times and shifting into the post-colonial era, 
it is argued here that there has also developed an accompanying extended 
gap between urban and rural, or perhaps more accurately between elites 
and non-elites. The other key difference concerns the discovery of dia- 
monds in 1930. The repercussions of Sierra Leone’s simultaneous reli- 
ance on and struggle to control diamonds include those associated with 
the resource curse as well as issues of ‘traditional’ and state authority, all 
of which are still felt today. 

Most of the decolonisation in Africa occurred in the first half of the 
1960s when nationalist demands coincided with the desires of all impe- 
rialists barring the right-wing regimes in Portugal and Spain to get out. 
Sierra Leone was no different. It is also a good example of an elite and 
a former colonial power with similar attitudes to how the relationship 
should continue and how Sierra Leone should be ruled. There was very 
limited confrontation by comparison with Ghana or neighbouring 
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Guinea. Indeed, Sierra Leone then fitted into a group of broadly capi- 
talist and Western-leaning African states, including such countries as 
Kenya and Sierra Leone’s near neighbour Côte d'Ivoire, that sought state- 
led development but not to the same extent as the socialist countries. All 
these governments, no matter their hue, would later be classified as more 
or less neo-patrimonial, with a political culture that built on pre-colo- 
nial and colonial legacies of reciprocity and patron-clientelism. Equally, 
in what was later labelled as extraversion, all would use outside support, 
either putting all their eggs into one basket or playing off East and West, 
much as the APC government endeavoured to do. 

Just as the colonial authorities were forced to rely on more legitimate 
local structures, so it was the same for the post-colonial governments 
across the continent. The difference in Sierra Leone is the particular 
response of the post-colonial SLPP and APC regimes. The SLPP under 
Milton Margai was not just reliant on chiefs but built on chiefly fami- 
lies. His half-brother, Albert, took the SLPP into the realm of ethno- 
regional power, shifting the SLPP southward and eastward. The twelve 
months in 1967—68 then became the year when problems crystallised: 
Siaka Stevens and the APC were elected, removed by the military, exiled 
and then reinstated by junior military officers, all during this small time 
period. Given the further precariousness of the political environment, 
Stevens responded with a cult of personality, a one-party state, an extreme 
version of neo-patrimonialism that veered into straightforward patrimo- 
nialism, a ‘Shadow State’ that endeavoured to control illegal and legal 
markets through informal networks with Stevens at the head, and a 
steadily increasing layer of coercion. ‘The severity of the accompanying 
economic and infrastructural decline from a relative high, particularly in 
educational terms, puts most other Cold War era African neo-patrimo- 
nial one-party and military regimes, apart from Mobutu’s Zaire, into the 
shade. Times were economically treacherous globally in the 1970s, but 
Stevens’ model was even less equipped to emerge from this trough than 
most other African states. 

In many ways, it was the actions of Stevens within the confines of a 
colonial legacy that made conflict more likely. There are of course other 
factors which go to explain the 1991 outbreak of fighting, its timing 
and its various formats. Sierra Leone is unfortunately far from the only 
African state to have descended into civil conflict, particularly in the 


decade after the end of the Cold War. Indeed, the end of the Cold War, 
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with the concurrent withdrawal and increasingly conditional nature of 
aid and the availability of small arms, has been identified as a common 
factor over all of Africa to explain the timing and format of what have 
been described as “New Wars’. In this formulation of a post-Cold War 
world, ideology is now much less the issue at stake and identity, com- 
modities and the post-modernisation of conflict have emerged to take 
its place. The emphasis is sometimes placed on international and regional 
factors as in the DRC, on specific actors and commodities as in Libe- 
ria, on marginalisation as in Uganda, on democratisation as in Congo- 
Brazzaville, on clan identity as in Somalia or on ethnicity as in Rwanda 
and Burundi. A heady cocktail of these factors is often proffered. The 
inadequacies of the neo-patrimonial state and its elites are sometimes 
put close to centre stage in explanations. 

Sierra Leone was also centre stage in these post-Cold War debates 
because of its televised and seemingly senseless brutality. The notion of 
identity conflict does not have great traction in the Sierra Leonean civil 
war, but other factors do come together. One might explain the timing 
through international interference via Libya and Liberia and the reper- 
cussions of the end of the Cold War on an already reeling state. One 
could account for its longevity in terms of the fuel provided by diamonds 
and looting. The format might be explained by the brutalisation of youth 
during the APC years and the recruitment of such elements into the con- 
flict and by the emergence of a peculiar brand of cynical war-time lead- 
ership, particularly embodied by Foday Sankoh of the RUF. Motivations 
for fighting, however, are legion and, despite much heated debate, can be 
said to hinge around the variety of grievances of urban and rural youth 
under state and local ‘traditional’ authorities. Of course, this is also a spec- 
tacular failure of the neo-patrimonial state as a strategy to compensate 
for the imbalances in legitimacy between state and society handed down 
from the juxtaposition of pre-colonial practices and the imposed colo- 
nial state. The resolution of the conflict, however, had much to do with 
outside actors. Despite bravery at certain crucial times from Sierra Leo- 
neans, it appears that the concerns of Nigeria, Liberia, Guinea, the UK 
and the USA had most effect on the peace process rather than the endeav- 
ours of the Sierra Leone government, armed forces or rebels. 

Most African states have been subjected to the imposition of liberal 
reforms. Those that have largely escaped are the very few with long-term 
healthy economic records, like Botswana, and the slightly greater num- 
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ber with commodities, usually oil, which allow leeway, such as Equato- 
rial Guinea. All, though, have been subject to and are not immune from 
post-Cold War global liberalising discourse. Liberal economic solutions 
since the 1980s and liberal political formulations since the start of the 
1990s were imposed on the vast majority of African states which, owing 
to their economic woes, were unable to resist. The impositions were 
designed to correct perceived internal, not external, failings, such as the 
bloated and corrupt state, interference in the market by the same state, 
and finally the unaccountable and undemocratic governments. It is 
remarkable, though, how little effect the solutions had, however close to 
the mark the elucidations were. One can see an eventual general rise in 
GDP growth, driven partly by rising commodity prices, but huge leaps 
are absent. Indicative of this failure to launch are the evolving reform 
packages: when economic adjustment was insufficient, democracy was 
required; when the shrinking of the state did not provide the answer, the 
state was brought back in as a priority for reform; and when SAPs were 
not owned by governments, PRSPs were introduced. Of course, the lib- 
eral reforms in Africa have largely failed to have a significant impact just 
as socialist, Marxist and capitalist state-led packages mostly failed to do 
in their own time. Thoughts must then turn to political reasons beyond 
policy, and once again to state-society relations. 

Sierra Leone was forced into austerity measures under Stevens and 
SAPs under his successor, Joseph Momoh. These measures were used 
politically by Stevens but by Momoh’s time became another uncertainty 
for government. The most comprehensive attempts at liberal reform have, 
though, come in the post-conflict era. In line with notions of liberal peace 
and the amalgamation of development and security concerns, Sierra 
Leone has been at the forefront of attempts to re-build and re-form 
‘failed’ states alongside other smaller countries like Liberia and much 
larger ones such as the DRC, Iraq and Afghanistan. After ten years prog- 
ress, as elsewhere, has not been absent but has been very slow. The state 
might be seen now as a patchwork of institutions which function for dif- 
ferent purposes. The institutions themselves and many of the employees 
are caught in a net where they have simultaneous multiple obligations: 
to their official functions, to their political bosses and to their kith and 
kin. This has always been the case, but is particularly acute now in the 
presence of far greater donor scrutiny and donor money riding on the 
results. Neo-patrimonialism has to some extent been once more re-fash- 
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ioned. Whether liberal reform is best placed to address these continuing 
structural features of state-society relations is not at all clear. 

Democratisation has also played its part. The argument for democratic 
consolidation in Sierra Leone is stronger than in many parts of Africa, 
partly because of the internal actors who have driven the changes, partly 
in recognition of the enthusiasm and knowledge of voters, but mostly 
because of the two momentous turnovers in power at the ballot box, in 
particular the second in 2007. It would be ranked behind the African 
states judged as more democratically established like Ghana, Senegal, 
Zambia and, until 2012, Mali, but probably on a par with others includ- 
ing those with little likelihood of turnover such as Tanzania and Mozam- 
bique, and ahead of many more with greater accompanying violence, 
fraud and societal ruptures like Ethiopia, Nigeria and Rwanda. There are, 
however, still issues of stability in Sierra Leonean democracy, especially 
when considering the violence and attempted rigging, the fragility of 
institutions at election times and in between, and the ethno-regional 
division of the country which paradoxically paves the way for the turn- 
overs. Again, the manner in which the electorate votes, which does vary 
somewhat over time, is still underpinned by local communal concerns 
and thus reflects the continuing imperative of parochial rather than 
national issues. Whether viewed from the top or from the bottom, patron- 
age trumps policy in many circumstances. One might note that Sierra 
Leone does not have the education, development or class formation to 
underpin a consolidated liberal democracy, and so must be constructing 
its own rather more fragile type. Most, though, do not envisage a return 
of the soldiers or a one-party regime in the current international and 
indeed national climate, despite, or perhaps because of, the country’s mil- 
itary and political history. 

Beyond the conflict and post-conflict reforms, Sierra Leone also finds 
itself at the forefront of international discourse owing to its part in the 
current experimentations with transitional justice in the form of the 
SLSC and the TRC. The Rwandan and Yugoslav trials paved the way, 
but the SLSC was intended to provide a more compact and cheaper 
hybrid model. In contrast to the simultaneously emerging ICC and 
partly driven by US concerns over the ICC, the SLSC was a stand-alone 
court, being part-UN and part-Sierra Leonean. It proved to be com- 
pact, trying only nine indictees, but not cheaper pro rata. More impor- 
tant, it managed to complete the trials with relatively minor repercussions 
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in Sierra Leone. The SLSC was indeed fortunate that the SLA factions 
had disintegrated and the RUF was disintegrating, leaving only the 
Kamajors as the group likely to disturb the peace because of the trials. 
One might observe that despite being overshadowed by the SLSC, the 
TRC had some rather indirect reconciliatory effects and helped form a 
national narrative of the war. It is unclear what effect, if any, the trial of 
eight second rung commanders plus the Liberian Charles Taylor has 
had in Sierra Leone, but assumptions of its transferability to other con- 
flict arenas have already and rather hastily been made. It is the conten- 
tion here that legal solutions do not provide lasting frameworks for the 
conclusion of what are in essence political and social struggles, even in 
this corner of West Africa. 

Sierra Leone has been buffeted by international winds, changing in 
direction from colonialism to Cold War pragmatism and finally to post- 
Cold War economic, political and judicial liberalism. Each era has brought 
severe challenges and the general centre-periphery global system has 
always marginalised and indeed continues to marginalise the country, 
although there are times when global commodity prices are advanta- 
geous. There is now the hint of further change with the addition of China, 
India and various others onto the African international scene. Purported 
solutions to many problems in Sierra Leone, including the war, have often 
come from the outside rather than being internally generated. However, 
despite the seemingly overwhelming strength of these forces, the sug- 
gestion that Sierra Leone is powerless in this relationship would be his- 
torically incorrect and would only serve to remove Sierra Leonean 
structures and agency from consideration. All regimes have used outside 
bodies whether they are states, NGOs or business to either bolster their 
political position or push for development. Indeed, on a smaller scale, 
some Sierra Leoneans now benefit from the creation of domestic NGOs 
that strive for Northern state and NGO funding, which is put to a sim- 
ilar wide range of purposes. 

Indeed there are lessons here for those who would reform, democra- 
tise and liberalise Sierra Leone and other African states, whether they 
are indigenous or foreign. The history of Sierra Leone is littered with 
reform programmes which have faltered on contradictions; from the early 
colonial efforts to the more serious late colonists, through the conserva- 
tive Margais and the political experiments of Stevens to the current lib- 
eral programmes. The fortunes of the latest batch of reforms similarly 
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hang in the balance. It is not yet clear whether outsiders are propping up 
experiments in reform and concealing tensions within, or indeed if some 
sort of intersection or hybrid state-society relationship is emerging. It is 
also not clear which has to come first: reform or societal change. States 
and democracies from the unreconstructed Congo, to the deconstructed 
Mali and Côte d'Ivoire, to the painstakingly and precariously recon- 
structed Ghana and Rwanda show a range of processes, none of which 
has consolidated. 

‘Thus, it is within Sierra Leone that many of the most important pro- 
cesses are taking place. The themes of continuity and change running 
through the book, and whether change is of a structural or procedural 
variety, culminate here. There is continuity in the struggles to build a 
nation and a functioning state. The overriding popular concerns for local 
level survival and opportunities keep emphasis on the parochial, the 
familial and the ethnic and away from the nation and the state. The 
importance and legitimacy of ‘traditional’ authority, in an environment 
in which organs of the state largely fail to penetrate, is high in such cru- 
cial issues as spirituality, policing, justice and land. This is a familiar sce- 
nario in many African countries but one with probably deeper 
foundations in Sierra Leone with its long history of politically conser- 
vative and pragmatic or even cynical elite politics. Post-colonial author- 
ities, like their colonial predecessors, have used and manipulated but 
have been unable or unwilling to significantly challenge the power of 
the local. There have been, at the same time, other often violent chal- 
lenges to the local: from the 1950s riots through to the civil war, there 
has been sporadic popular resistance. 

‘This is not to suggest that the ‘traditional’ provides all the internal 
problems and the state all the answers. That would be to give the state 
too large a role that historically it has been unable to fulfil, and to ignore 
the fact that many see customary institutions as more legitimate even if 
particular incumbents are not. It is to suggest that there are fundamen- 
tal disconnections between the ideas of the ‘modern’ state and the ‘tradi- 
tional’ local. Indeed, the notions of modern and traditional have become 
decidedly blurred and it might be more useful to think of connections 
which alter the way the supposedly modern and the purportedly tradi- 
tional work. One such connection is clearly networks of patron-clien- 
telism which have for a long time filled some of the gaps between state 
and local, but there are others, some of old vintage and some much more 
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recent. For instance, in July 2011, a typical story appeared in the Free- 
town media. It was a story of juju, of how one night club owner had alleg- 
edly employed a juju man to kill another, and whether the role of juju 
men was to kill or cure. Importantly, the events were all considered as 
the central part of a trial in Sierra Leone’s state courts, emphasising the 
continued interweaving of the two spheres. In addition, some chiefs are 
now educated to a high level, sometimes abroad, and find themselves 
with a foot in each camp; government ministers fund FC/FGM rituals; 
women and youth have to some extent begun to circumscribe chiefly 
authority; and women have taken the issue of chieftaincy eligibility to 
the highest state courts. 

It is also to suggest that local processes of change are where we may 
find the keys to the future. However, it will probably not be as expected 
or planned for at national and international level. It will be more likely 
as an amalgamation of international liberal concerns with, more impor- 
tant, semi-organic societal processes emerging from the war and from 
other changes in the environment. More assertive youth organisations, 
changes in patron-client patterns, shifts in livelihoods and continuing 
enthusiasm for democracy, however we understand it, may offer very 
slowly shifting movements in what are still important and resilient ways 
of living in much of Sierra Leone. Clearly, there are strong structural 
conditions that militate against change, or at least rapid change, but there 
is also, as always, space for agency. The space is circumscribed in Sierra 
Leone, but the country’s history teaches us that there are decisions to be 
made: Milton and Albert Margai, Stevens, Momoh, Strasser, Kabbah 
and Koroma all took different options in governing the country that 
resulted in diverging outcomes. Some options were dictated from out- 
side, but most often the course of action was driven by an interaction of 
outside and personal beliefs and imperatives. Indeed, some options have 
left extremely disadvantageous national legacies, while others have been 
kinder in their impact even if they have not made significant long-term 
alterations to the body politic. The agency, then, of national and local 
leaders cannot be discounted in the face of resilient societal and struc- 
tural conditions. 

Current societal and state dynamics could indeed be seen as the lat- 
est phase in the ongoing creation of a Sierra Leonean modernity. Despite 
the presence of the overbearing liberal agenda, the historic reliance of 
Sierra Leonean elites on outside forces and ideas, and the conservative 
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underpinnings of Sierra Leonean politics, the dynamics may also repre- 
sent an internal development of ways of managing a phenomenally intri- 
cate and difficult pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial legacy. As 
elsewhere in Africa, but particularly in Sierra Leone, the likelihood of 
an Arab-style Spring as in Egypt or Tunisia is very limited. These North 
African societies and their relation to the state are utterly different. The 
possibility of a return to war cannot, of course, be ruled out in a state as 
fragile as Sierra Leone. This is particularly likely if not enough progress 
is made in certain sectors, if state resources are badly managed and if out- 
side influence once again works against peace in Sierra Leone. Botswana, 
however, emerges again as a tentative comparison, not just in its reliance 
on diamonds, but in the equally conservative and yet much more stable 
nature, despite recent perturbations, of its state-society relations. The role 
of Sierra Leonean government, then, remains at best difficult despite the 
new revenues from commodities. Its work in a best case scenario is to 
navigate a rocky path between staying in power, satisfying its societal 
obligations, convincing its funders, handling global economic fluctua- 
tions, reigning in its corrupt tendencies, and finally reforming and 
responding to the changes in society. 

‘The Sierra Leonean state and nation was imposed from outside in a 
creation process utterly different from that experienced by the countries 
of the colonisers and with little consultation with those who became 
Sierra Leoneans. To believe that there is still no ownership of the state 
and nation by Sierra Leoneans would, however, be a grave mistake. Sierra 
Leone has now created its own distinct national narrative and myths, of 
which the Krios, the chiefs, Bai Bureh, the Margais, Stevens and of course 
the war are very much a part. One outcome of the very national catas- 
trophe that was the war paradoxically could be its contribution to the 
making of the nation, if not yet the state. Everyone was involved in some 
way and none ever thought to secede. ‘There has long been a unifying 
Krio language and religious tolerance, but alongside the national story 
and more banal manifestations of nationhood—such as the anthem, the 
tricolour flag, the Cotton Tree, the fondness attached to the country’s 
other name, Salone, popular musicians including S.E. Rogie, Abdul Tee- 
Jay and more recently Daddy Saj and Emmerson, and the football team 
and its one-time hero, Mohamed Kallon—there is now a much stronger 
notion of Sierra Leone. Of course, national identity continues to com- 
pete with local identities and is yet to get a firm grip on the state. Equally, 
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it comes with quirks intrinsic and largely necessary in all national man- 
ifestations, such as the stereotyped view of the ‘other’, particularly in this 
case neighbouring Liberians, and historic and persistent allegiances, for 
example to Britain. However, fifty years after independence, it can now 
firmly be said that Sierra Leone exists as a separate unit of analysis. More 
important, notwithstanding its various appearances in the international 
spotlight, the pressure to conform from outside and the continued gen- 
eral global economic imbalances, it is a country in charge, to a greater 
degree than is often believed, of its own future. 
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POSTSCRIPT 


‘The line-up in the 17 November 2012 presidential, parliamentary and 
local council elections was a familiar one. The APC returned with Koroma 
and Sam-Sumana. There were rumours of a new vice presidential candi- 
date, particularly as Sam-Sumana’s support in Kono had never seemed 
solid. High profile floor-crossers included the former SLPP Finance 
Minister J.B. Dauda who became APC Foreign Minister and, shortly 
before the elections, Tom Nyuma, the former NPRC officer and Kaila- 
hun District Council Chairperson and ‘big man’, the SLPP Western Area 
regional chairman Lansana Fadika, and Soccoh Kabia, one of the last 
PMDC members of the cabinet. The opposition was fronted by the for- 
mer NPRC head of state Maada Bio and, in Kadi Sesay, chose the first 
woman to stand for a major party as vice presidential candidate. Sesay is 
a former chairperson of the National Commission for Democracy and 
Human Rights (NCDHR), an erstwhile SLPP Minister of Trade and 
Industry, a Temne and a Northerner from Moyamba District, and a Mus- 
lim. None of the others, including Charles Margai and the PMDC, the 
UNPP, PLP or RUFP, was remotely placed to win anything in either the 
presidential or parliamentary races. 

The NEC was still headed by Christiana Thorpe after her bruising 
fight in the 2007 elections, and introduced the new biometric voter reg- 
istration system. To avoid clashes, a campaign calendar was introduced 
wherein each of the parties was given three days in a month in any given 
district to campaign, during which no other parties could appear on the 
streets. No unauthorised vehicles were allowed on the streets on Elec- 
tion Day. The Sierra Leone Broadcasting Corporation (SLBC) had been 
formed from the amalgamation of UN radio and the old state service in 
2010 and added to the list of officially independent media outlets. The 
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Independent Radio Network (IRN) formed in 2002 continued its work 
of disseminating information and monitoring. The elections were observed 
once again by the domestic coalition, NEW, and by the AU, the Carter 
Center, the Commonwealth, ECOWAS and the EU, amongst others. 

In campaigning, Maada Bio endeavoured to play down abuses under 
the NPRC, including the execution of the APC-era head of police, Bam- 
bay Kamara, and twenty-seven others in 1992. Instead, he positioned 
himself as both a democrat, portrayed as “Terminator of One Party Rule’ 
and ‘Father of Democracy’ on posters, and a bringer of peace because of 
his actions in toppling the APC in 1992 and allowing democratic elec- 
tions to unseat the military and talking to the RUF in 1996. How much 
credence Maada Bio was given for any of these rather sweeping and con- 
tentious claims was open to debate. Koroma made much of his incum- 
bency. His campaign emphasised his role in government, especially 
concerning the infrastructure programmes, even if some appeared to have 
stalled or to be progressing very slowly. The slogan ‘Action Pass Inten- 
tion’ endeavoured to indicate the difference between an action-oriented 
APC and an intention-driven SLPP. References were made to letting 
the ‘Pa’ continue his job. At the same time, the campaign and strategies 
were clearly very well-funded and there was a particularly concerted effort 
to make inroads into the East. The tensest area was indeed the East where 
the moneyed APC presence in SLPP strongholds, several chiefs cam- 
paigning for the incumbent party and the local defections to APC were 
resented. A flashpoint in Kenema District in election week was narrowly 
avoided after the SLPP accused the APC of smuggling guns in baskets 
of dried fish. 

Remarkably, however, this was the most peaceful and clean election in 
decades. There had been electoral violence in early 2012 and there were 
minor incidents but the time preceding and during the election was calm. 
It may be that the campaign calendar and local mediation initiatives were 
a success. The small-scale and very localised incidents that did occur do 
not suggest a high level of central planning. It may be seen that violence 
is no longer an efficient vote-collecting strategy or, more likely, that the 
results became less and less in doubt as the elections drew near. Equally, 
beyond the flagrant abuse of government resources, outright fraud was 
significantly reduced. Despite SLPP claims of electoral irregularities— 
including faked results forms, pre-marked ballot papers, ballot stuffing 
and over-voting in Kono, the West and the North—a very large turnout 
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of 87.3 per cent, which raised some suspicions, and the investigation of 
results from 173 polling stations, the NEC could only find four instances 
of the formerly commonplace over-voting. It seems likely that the bio- 
metric registration could only have had an effect on the more flagrant 
types of fraud in the registration period, and it is perhaps to the prece- 
dent of the annulments of 2007 that we need to look for clues to explain 
the change in ballot box fraud in 2012. Notwithstanding, SLPP com- 
plaints taken through the courts continued deep into 2013. 

Koroma emerged as winner of the presidential contest with 58.7 per 
cent of the vote, which meant that there was no need for a run-off. Maada 
Bio came a relatively poor second with 37.4 per cent of the vote. Impor- 
tantly, while sweeping the North and West much as expected, Koroma 
took Kono District with 58.2 per cent and made inroads into opposition 
territory in the Eastern Districts of Kailahun (22.6 per cent) and Ken- 
ema (18.7 per cent) and the Southern District of Bo (16.7 per cent). 
‘These inroads were made this time without the help of Margai, who came 
a distant third with just 1.3 per cent of the national vote. The parliamen- 
tary and Local Council elections followed suit. The APC took all parlia- 
mentary seats in the North and West and the SLPP took all seats, bar 
one in Moyamba District, in the South. Again, in what will be seen as a 
successful campaign by the APC, the East returned the most unusual 
figures, with the incumbent party gaining ground in Kailahun and Kono 
Districts. The APC took one seat in Kailahun but a significant six of 
eight in Kono. 

The APC victories might be attributed to the efficient use of consid- 
erable incumbent patronage resources on the campaign trail, but also to 
some degree to the record of the party in office: while it was not outstand- 
ing, there were concrete improvements to which reference could be made. 
Improved roads and electricity supply, particularly in Freetown, were use- 
ful, but these improvements also extended outside APC heartlands. Travel 
to Bo and Kenema was by this point considerably quicker than it had 
been for many years and there were visible signs of work on the Kaila- 
hun road. On the other hand, the SLPP was unable to counter APC 
advantages with any great campaigning message or personality politics. 

One might conclude that these elections were another step on the path 
to democratic consolidation and stability. Indeed, a relatively calm and 
clean election is very much to be desired. However, one might take a 
more nuanced look at precedents or rituals of Sierra Leonean democracy 
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which appear to be emerging. On the one hand, a version of democracy 
is embedding where the electorate is enthusiastic and knowledgeable. It 
is also a version underpinned by fragile institutions and firmly entrenched 
in patronage, chieftaincy and ethno-regionalism which show only slight 
perturbations over time: it took the conclusion of a war to give Kabbah 
70 per cent of the vote. In addition, while it is far too early to tell, one 
might now begin to tentatively question violence and blatant fraud as 
two of the ever-present rituals of Sierra Leonean democracy. The notion 
that the opposition might accept the results, though, is not emerging and 
cries of fraud, whatever their legitimacy, continue. Elections, of course, 
are not everything. However, their twists and turns remain, in Sierra 
Leone’s case, remarkably good indicators of the general shifts and con- 
tinuities in politics, government, state and society. 
President Koroma later noted in his 2013 New Year address that 


we conducted four elections on a single day that were acclaimed by the whole 
world as meeting international standards of a free, fair, credible and transparent 
election; our economy was lauded as the second hottest economy in the whole 
world; our nation was acclaimed as amongst the safest on earth, and in Decem- 
ber we were awarded the Millennium Challenge Corporation Award for good 
governance, promoting rights and investing in people. 


2 


He went on to say that ‘we achieved a lot in our Agenda for Change. 
The devil of course is in the detail, and while Koroma might in some 
ways be very broadly correct in his assertions, the manner and extent to 
which Sierra Leone is changing, including those parts that are changing 
faster than and in different directions to other parts, as I have tried to 
document in this book, is the real stuff of the future for Sierra Leone. 
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